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Abstract
Although past studies of mentoring at-risk youth have yielded mixed results (Faith et al.,
2011; DeWit et al., 2016), mentoring as an intervention for at-risk youth has increased in
the past decade and has been supported by the United States Federal Government
(Hughes, Boyd, & Dykstra, 2010; Gordon, Downey, & Bangert, 2013; Reddick, Griffin,
& Cherwitz, 2011). Because studies focused on the perceptions and experiences of
mentors are limited (Hughes et al., 2010; Haddock et al., 2017), and because of
frequency of early mentor/mentee relationship termination (Grossman et al., 2012;
Golder, 2016), this qualitative study sought to capture and understand the voices of the
mentors. Using in-depth interviews, program training materials, and written reflections
by the mentors, this study explored the perceptions, experiences, and meaning-making of
11 college students who had volunteered to mentor at-risk K-12 youth for a minimum of
two years. The study’s setting was a 33-year-old site-based mentoring program in
Russellville, Arkansas, known as Age to Age. Findings in the study relate to (a)
motivations to begin and continue mentoring; (b) role conceptualization; (c) benefits and
challenges of mentoring; (d) overcoming the challenges of mentoring; (e) meaning
assigned to mentoring; and (f) how mentors experienced program components and
processes. Findings may inform mentor recruitment, training, retention and may also
inform educational leaders who work with at-risk youth. The theoretical underpinning for
this study was Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The study also
implicates the importance of understanding rejection sensitivity (McDonald et al., 2010;
Grossman et al., 2012).
Keywords: mentoring, mentor, at-risk youth, motivation, Self-Determination Theory,
rejection sensitivity, mentor/mentee relationship
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I. Introduction
Background of Problem
For students who are at-risk of academic failure, lack support at home, and live in
poverty, school can be a difficult and challenging place (Rose & Jones, 2007; Herrera,
Grossman, Kauh, & McMaken, 2011). School officials across the United States and
beyond are endeavoring to implement interventions for students to meet the growing
demands to improve academic achievement, attendance, and behavior (Karcher et al.,
2006 Frels et al., 2013). Studies have supported having a consistent, positive relationship
with an adult—a mentor—as a means of improving attitudes toward and achievement in
school (Dappen, & Isernhagen, 2006; Tillery, Varjas, Roach, Kuperminc, & Meyers,
2013). Further, mentoring has been touted as a promising means of providing a
consistent, positive source of student support (Shepherd, 2009; McDaniel & Yarbrough,
2016),
Mentoring as a social and academic intervention for at-risk youth has been the
topic of both qualitative (Wesely, Dzoba, Miller, & Rasche, 2016) and quantitative
research (Gordon, Downey, & Bangert, 2013). Varying mentoring approaches and
schemes have presented challenges to researchers and caused confusion to program
developers (Karcher, Kuperminc, & Portwood, Sipe, & Taylor, 2006). As research has
increased in the past decade, experts have called for more empirical measures related to
the value, impact, and perceptions regarding mentoring (Dappen & Isernhagen, 2006;
Gordon, et al. 2013; Rhodes, 2008; Hughes, Boyd, & Dykstra, 2010). Despite mixed
results regarding outcomes of mentoring (Faith, Fiala, Cavell, Hughes, 2011; DeWit et
al., 2016), in January 2010, mentoring gained widespread attention as President Obama
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declared January 2010 “National Mentoring Month” (Reddick, Griffin, & Cherwitz,
2011). Additionally, mentoring has been funded by the federal government as an
intervention for improved social behavior, better attendance, and improved academic
attainment (Karcher et al., 2006). Mentoring continues to be a means of attempting to
positively impact the lives of youth who are at-risk due to economic, academic,
emotional, and/or social hardships (MENTOR: National Mentoring Partnership, 2017).
Statement of the Problem
Mentoring as a specific intervention for at-risk youth has increased in the past
decade, and experts have called for more research related to the value, impact, and
perceptions regarding mentoring (Dappen & Isernhagen, 2006; Gordon et al., 2013;
Rhodes, 2008; Hughes et al., 2010). Specifically, there has been a call for more
qualitative studies on the dynamics of the mentoring relationship (Wesely et al., 2017).
Studies have supported mentoring as an intervention that produces positive outcomes
related to academic achievement, attitudes, and social acceptance (Frels et al., 2013;
Goldner, 2016; Herrera, DuBois, & Grossman, 2013); however, because of the challenges
and risks associated with mentoring, including the prevalence of early relationship
termination, and the reported difficulty of recruiting and retaining mentors, (Novotney,
Mertinko, Lange, & Baker, 2000), there is a need to explore and understand the
perceptions, experiences, and meaning-making of the individuals who volunteer to
mentor at-risk youth (Lakind et al., 2014; Faith et al, 2011; Spencer, 2007). Further,
studies focused on the perceptions and experiences of the mentor are limited (Hughes et
al., 2010; Haddock, et al., 2013). This research study was important because without
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mentors who stay in the mentoring relationship, mentoring is a failed intervention. The
research study sought to elicit the voices and understand the experiences of the mentors.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this phenomenological, descriptive study was to explore and
understand the perceptions, experiences, and meaning-making of college students who
volunteer to mentor at-risk youth. The setting of the study was in a formal site-based
mentoring program known as Age to Age. Without committed mentors who remain in the
relationship, the intervention will obviously be unsuccessful; therefore, this study sought
to explore mentoring from the perspective of the mentors.
Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this qualitative study, key terms have been defined.
•

Age to Age: A site-based mentoring program in Russellville, Arkansas
serving at-risk K-12 youth in the Russellville School District. Mentors in
the program are Arkansas Tech University students.

•

At-risk youth: K-12 youth who, because of one or more negative life
realities, are more susceptible to failure in school and after school.
Negative life realities may include, but are not limited to, poverty, singleparent homes, chronic stress environments, and struggles in school
(Wesely et al., 2017).

•

Mentor: One who provides friendship, guidance, and support for
children/youth (McDaniel & Yarbrough, 2016).

•

Mentee: The person in dyadic relationship with a mentor.
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•

Mentoring: An umbrella term that relates to a wide range of activities and
sustained time spent between at least two individuals whose purpose is
relationship-building, supporting, guiding, and difference-making
(Crawford, Simpson, & Mathews, 2013; Jekielek, Moore, Hair, &
Scarupa, 2002).
Note: Crawford et al., (2013) call mentoring an “important contemporary
social and political phenomenon” (p. 138).

•

Self-Determination Theory: A theory that posits intrinsic motivation and
satisfaction to be impacted by the needs for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness being met (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

•

Relationship quality: The strength of the relationship between mentor
and mentee; characterized by mutual satisfaction, acceptance, and trust
(DuBois, Portillo, Rhodes, Silverthorn, & Valentine, 2011).

•

Autonomy: Within Self-Determination Theory (SDT), autonomy is the
extent to which one regulates, determines, and controls one’s own
behavior. It is about having choices. (Allen & Mueller, 2013).

•

Competence: Within SDT, competence requires ownership and means
having the skills/ability to produce positive effects on one’s environment;
akin to self-efficacy (Allen & Mueller, 2013).

•

Relatedness/Connectedness: Within SDT, relatedness/connectedness
means belonging, being accepted and appreciated, mattering to others; a
basic need for continued intrinsic motivation (Allen & Mueller, 2013).

4

•

Self-efficacy: The belief that one can and will make a positive difference
in the lives of others (Lakind et al., 2014).

Significance of the Study
There has been limited research specifically related to the perceptions and
experiences of mentors (Britner, Balcazar, Blechman, Blinn-Pike, & Larose, 2006;
Haddock et al., 2013). Additionally, the downward trend in mentor retention rates,
decreasing on average 18% per year, (Raposa, Dietz, & Rhodes, 2017) and the frequency
of early mentor/mentee relationship termination (Grossman, Chan, Schwartz, & Rhodes,
2011), substantiated the importance of this study. Additionally, since mentoring has
become a popular means of attempting to fill the academic, behavioral, and social gaps of
at-risk youth, it is essential to understand more about the mentors who work with
mentees. The study has the potential to add to the body of knowledge related to the
experiences, perceptions, and meaning-making of individuals who mentor at-risk youth.
Further, the research provided insight into the motivations of volunteer mentors, the
benefits, potential psychological costs, and challenges associated with mentoring.
Additionally, this study addressed the varying conceptualizations of and contributors to
mentor/mentee relationship quality. This information has the potential to inform the Age
to Age mentoring program, which provided the setting for this study, as well as other
mentoring programs, especially in the recruitment, training, and retention of mentors.
Specifically, the study has the potential to (a ) provide guidance to educators who desire
to implement a mentoring program for K-12 at-risk youth at a school, university, or in a
community; (b) provide guidance in recruitment and retention of mentors; (c) inform the
staffing of mentoring programs; (d) assist program coordinators and/or educators in the
5

matching of mentors and mentees, and (e) inform the design of mentor training and
subsequent professional development.
Assumptions
The following assumptions were made for this research study:
1. The mentors participating in this study will answer the questions honestly,
representing true feelings, experiences, and/or perceptions.
2. Mentors who elected to participate in this study were competent in the role of
mentor, as evidenced by the fact that they had continued mentoring for a
minimum of two-years.
Limitation
Due to the participant sample being limited to include only mentors from Age to
Age of ATU Wesley Foundation, findings may be specific to this program and region and
may also be specific to the age and common characteristics of the mentors.
Delimitations
This study was delimited to include only mentors from one formal site-based
mentoring program. The researcher chose not to include any other mentoring programs
due to proximity and convenience with a limited timeframe. However, the results from
this study may inform other mentoring programs if similar circumstances and
demographics are evident.
Organization of the Study
Within chapter one, the researcher introduced and provided background for the
study. Additionally, chapter one delineated the purpose of the study, its significance,
research questions, definitions of terms, assumptions, delimitations, and limitations of the
6

study. Chapter two contains the theoretical framework for this study along with a detailed
review of the literature pertaining to mentoring.
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Chapter II: The Literature Review
The purpose of this study was to explore and understand the perceptions and
meaning-making of mentors who volunteer to mentor at-risk youth. The specific setting
of this study was the Age to Age mentoring program in Russellville, Arkansas. Informing
this study was an extensive literature review addressing the following topics: (a)
definition and history of mentoring; (b) examples of youth mentoring programs; (c)
mentoring and the United States federal government; (d) the evolution of mentoring as a
social and academic intervention; (e) mentor/mentee matching; (f) motivations and
expectations of mentors; (g) mentor perceptions of program components; (h)
conceptualizations of the role of mentor and relationship development and quality; (i)
benefits of mentoring; (j) psychological costs and other challenges; (k) SelfDetermination Theory as the theoretical underpinning of this study. Since the literature
focused on the mentors’ perspective is sparse, this literature review contained material
related to the broader context of mentoring at-risk youth as well as what could be found
from the mentors’ perspective. The literature review did not include studies related to
workplace mentoring.
Definition, Goals, and History of Mentoring
Despite at least three decades of research on mentoring, a unifying definition of
mentoring does not exist, and even operational definitions in the research literature are
scarce (Dawson, 2014). Also, despite continued federal funding for mentoring programs,
there is no federally coordinated approach to mentoring (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2019), and
programs vary in context, structure, and goals (Karcher et al., 2006). A mentoring model
proposed by Rhodes (2002), emphasized the building of emotional bonds between mentor
8

and mentee in order to (a) improve the ability to interact and thrive socially; (b) improve
thinking skills; (c) be recognized as a role-model and youth advocate.
Cruddas (2005) defined mentor as “a radical agent of change” (p. 5), while
Rhodes (2006) suggested that the lack of a clear definition results in mentors creating
their own sense of identity as well as boundary confusion. The original meaning of the
word mentor is “to think,” and use of the word can be traced back to Homer’s epic poem,
The Odyssey (Keller & Pryce, 2010). In The Odyssey, Mentor is a loyal friend, protector,
and guide to Odysseus’ son, Telemachus. While Odysseus is away fighting the Trojan
War, Telemachus and Mentor develop a friendship that allows Telemachus to thrive
despite the absence of his father (Keller & Pryce, 2010).
Types, Origin and Expansion, and Examples of Structured Mentoring Programs
An overview of the types, origin, expansion, and examples of mentoring
programs supports the significance of conducting additional research in the field of
mentoring and establishes a framework to better understand mentoring as a popular
intervention for at-risk youth. Mentoring programs may be school or university-based,
community/site-based, or workplace-based. Because this study focused on mentoring atrisk youth within a community/site-based program, the study did not include literature
related to mentoring within the workplace.
There has been evidence that community-based programs yield greater results
than school-based programs (Britner et al., 2006; Cavell, Elledge, Malcolm, Faith, &
Hughes, 2009). In a study of two mentoring programs, one community-based and the
other school-based, outcomes showed higher ratings of relationship quality and support
of mentors among youth in the community-based program (Cavell et al., 2009). This
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finding, coupled with evidence of more positive outcomes from community-based
programs (Britner et al., 2006; Cavell et al., 2009), is important to educational leaders
who are seeking to find ways to provide meaningful interventions for at-risk youth.
Origins and expansions of structured mentoring programs. The origin of
structured mentoring programs in the United States can be traced to the Progressive
Movement of the early 1900s when charity/volunteer groups began to seek volunteers to
work with youth in poverty and/or youth who had become involved in the juvenile court
system (Beiswinger, 1985). In the 1980s, with the financial support of foundations such
as United Way, Commonwealth Fund, National Urban League, and others, contemporary
youth mentoring programs were birthed, and they began to be recognized by the federal
government as a promising means of helping at-risk youth (Freedman, 1993). A 1995
evaluation of Big Brothers Big Sisters provided evidence of positive outcomes of
mentoring and received widespread support (Tierney, Grossman, & Resch). Three years
later, another impact study of Big Brothers Big Sisters received widespread publicity and
propelled mentoring into a wider movement (Grossman & Tierney, 1998). In 2000,
America’s Promise: The Alliance for Youth was founded to advance an organization
referred to as One to One Partnerships (Raposa et al., 2017). One to One was later
renamed MENTOR: The National Mentoring Partnership (Raposa et al., 2017) and paved
the way for mentoring in public policy (Rhodes & DuBois, 2006). MENTOR provides
technical assistance and advocacy for mentoring across the United States (Rhodes &
DuBois, 2006). Another mentoring initiative supported and promoted by the U.S.
government was Mentoring Children of Prisoners (Raposa et al., 2017). Mentoring
Children of Prisoners was established in 2004 under President George W. Bush and
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received yearly federal appropriations of $50 million dollars until the program ended in
2010 (Hagler, 2018).
Overview of sample mentoring programs. In 2006, MENTOR/National
Mentoring Partnership listed over 5000 mentoring organizations in the United States, and
according to 2015 Census, approximately 2.59 million people met the definition of
mentor (at least 36 hours of mentoring in one year) (Raposa et al., 2017). Outlined below
are brief summaries of mentoring programs that have been in the national spotlight.
Big Brothers Big Sisters. Big Brothers Big Sisters (BBBS), founded in 1904 as
Big Brothers, is one of the oldest and largest mentoring programs in the United States
(DuBois, Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper, 2002). Serving only boys initially, the
program’s purpose was one-on-one mentoring to provide friendship, emotional support,
and guidance (Big Brothers Big Sisters, n.d.). BBBS has been supported by the federal
government and has been championed by United States Presidents including Franklin D.
Roosevelt, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama (Big Brothers Big Sisters, n.d.). In 2003,
President George W. Bush announced a 450-million-dollar mentoring initiative, and in
2010, President Obama held a National Mentoring ceremony at the White House that was
attended by BBBS representatives (Big Brothers Big Sisters, n.d.).
Campus Corps Therapeutic Mentoring. Campus Corps Therapeutic Mentoring,
later known as Campus Connections (Weiler, Boat, & Haddock, 2019), a mentoring and
service-learning program on the campus of Colorado State University (CSU), received a
grant of $600,000 to evaluate their model of mentoring (Johnson, 2015). Since 2010, over
1200 at-risk youth have been mentored by CSU undergraduates from 85 different majors
(Johnson, 2015). Mentors receive college credit for their service to at-risk mentees
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ranging from ages 10 to 18 (Haddock et al., 2013). Mentees in the program may be
referred by juvenile justice system of Larimer County, local schools, community
agencies and directly from families (Johnson, 2015). Students in the program are
considered “at-risk” based upon histories of delinquency, substance abuse, poverty,
mental health problems, and/or family/social difficulties (Johnson, 2015). Other
factors that make Campus Corps/Connections unique is the program’s use of “mentor
families,” consisting of two groups of mentor dyads forming what they refer to as a
supportive family, and an extensive 20-hour training program (Haddock et al., 2013).
Recent Campus Connections research using 455 mentor/mentee pairs examined the
impact of individual and environment risk on mentor/mentee relationship quality and
found environmental risk to be negatively associated with relationship quality (Weiler
et al., 2019).
High-Poverty Youth: Improving Outcomes. In a program known as HighPoverty Youth: Improving Outcomes, college students mentor high school students in
a service-learning course in a private university in a large metropolitan city in
southeastern United States (Hughes, Welsh, Mayer, Bolay, & Southard, 2009). This
mentoring program is unique in that the mentors are primarily undergraduates and are
trained in areas such as racial segregation, the impact of poverty, white privilege,
unemployment, and other social issues (Hughes et al., 2009). Their mentoring site is
high-poverty high schools that have low graduation rates and low test scores (Hughes
et al., 2009). Mentors in the program must serve a minimum of 16 weeks and have
face-to-face contact with mentees a minimum of 22 hours. Additionally, mentors must
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attend class, participate in readings and discussions, and keep weekly reflective
journals (Hughes et al., 2009).
Quantum Opportunity Program (QOP). The Quantum Opportunity Program
is a comprehensive mentoring and intensive support program for high-risk, United
States inner-city youth. Offering mentoring, tutoring, and case management, the QOP
supports and encourages youth to (a) graduate from high school; (b) obtain a college
education; and (c) avoid risky behaviors (Curtis & Bandy, 2015). A study comparing
300 QOP participants in grades 9-12 to students not receiving QOP services revealed
(a) higher average cumulative secondary GPA (2.33) than non-participants (1.76); (b)
significantly higher high school graduation rates (76% compared to 38%); (c)
significantly higher rates of college entrance (49% compared to 26%) (Curtis &
Bandy, 2015).
Youth ChalleNGe. Youth ChalleNGe, a residential and mentoring program
sponsored by the United States National Guard, is designed for high-risk high school
dropouts and graduates around 9,000 cadets annually (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2019). The
program has shown promising results in relationship quality when mentees have been
directly involved in choosing their mentors from among known community volunteers
(Spencer, et al., 2016). Having a direct role in choosing their mentors, participants
reported feelings of trust, importance, and respect—all relationship quality enhancers and
contributors to relationship endurance (Spencer, Tugenberg, Ocean, Schwartz, & Rhodes,
2016).
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Mentoring Program Practices
DuBois and colleagues (2002),found the following program components/practices
to be important to program outcomes: (a) recruitment of mentors with backgrounds in
helping roles; (b) clear communication of expectations, including expected frequency of
contact with mentee; (c) hosting and supporting activities; (d) involving and
communicating with parents; (e) ongoing training; (f) using community settings; (g)
consistent monitoring and assessment of program.
Examination of mentors’ perceptions of program components is rare (Weiler,
Zarich, Haddock, Krafchick, & Zimmerman, 2014); however, a 2010 study by Hughes,
Boyd, and Dykstra evaluated mentors’ perceptions of helpful program components and
reported the following to be important: (a) frequent mentee contact; (b) participation in
program activities; (c) ongoing support and training; (d) the use of mentor reflection
journals. In a study by Peaslee and Teye (2015), mentor training is cited as an important
program component; however, a large number of mentors involved in the study failed to
complete the training modules offered to them, even after claiming the need for training.
Participants who completed the training modules gave positive evaluations regarding
usefulness (Peaslee & Teye, 2015).
Mentoring and the United States Federal Government
Examining mentoring within the context of the U.S. Federal Government
accentuates the widespread assumption that mentoring has the potential to improve the
lives of at-risk youth and may promote a sense of urgency for more empirical evidence
related to mentoring at-risk youth. School-based student mentoring programs, specifically
for students in grades 4-8, were authorized under the No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
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legislation of 2001. According to NCLB, the priorities of school-based mentoring
programs were to (a) reduce delinquent behavior; (b) reduce the drop-out rate in United
States public schools; and (c) improve the academic achievement of students (No Child
Left Behind, 2001). An impact study of the U.S. Student Mentoring Program showed no
statistically significant impacts on student outcomes in academic achievement, behavior,
or attendance (Berstein, Rappaport, Olsho, Hunt, & Levin, 2009).
In the early 1990s, Secretary of Labor Elizabeth Dole advocated for mentoring as
a means of improving the lives of youth by preparing them for the workforce, and then at
the 1997 U.S. Presidents’ Summit, the U.S. Presidents and other national leaders pledged
to support mentoring policies and programs and formally called for more volunteers to
mentor at-risk youth (Freedman, 1993). In 1994, the Department of Justice (DOJ) became
the first federal department to fund a structured mentoring program called Juvenile
Mentoring Program (JUMP) (Raposa et al., 2017). The DOJ started the Juvenile JUMP
with the intention of helping youth in high-crime areas by providing one-on-one adult
mentors (U.S. Department of Education, Mentoring, 2017). In 2003, the U.S. federal
government established the White House Task Force on Disadvantaged Youth, and then
in 2006, the Federal Mentoring Council was established to serve as a coordinating body
and supporter of all federally funded mentoring (DuBois et al., 2011).
Despite federal budget cuts for mentoring programs in 2009 (Hagler, 2018), and
the lack of a coordinated approach to mentoring (Wandersman et al., 2006), in 2010
President Obama declared January as National Mentoring Month and encouraged
individuals to become mentors, citing positive impacts not only on mentees but also on
the mentors (Reddick et al., 2011). Additionally, the United States Department of Justice
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has continued to support mentoring, allocating 95 million dollars for mentoring programs
in 2019, which amounted to a million dollar increase from 2018 and a 15 million dollar
increase from 2017 (Fernandes-Alcantara, 2019).
Mentoring as Social and Academic Intervention
Mentoring has become the most attempted intervention for anti-social and
delinquent behavior and academic failure (Tolan et al., 2013). A seminal study by
Tierney, Grossman, and Resch (1995) supported positive outcomes on mentoring as a
means to (a) decrease drug use; (b) decrease violent behavior; (c) improve school
performance; and (d) improve family relations. Despite the promising outcomes derived
from earlier studies, outcomes from a 2009 federally funded impact study of schoolbased mentoring for students in grades 4-8 showed no statistically significant impact on
student grades in math, English, science, or social studies (Berstein et al., 2009).
Additionally, the impact study did not support school-based mentoring as a means of
improving math and English proficiency on state-mandated tests, nor on school
attendance (Berstein et al., 2009). Despite the impact study, in a 2017 brief on mentoring,
the U.S. Department of Education identified mentoring as a strategy to improve high
schools and reduce the dropout rate (Mentoring, 2017). A mentor in this context was
defined as “an adult assigned to a high school student to ensure that the student stays on
track academically, help raise the student’s educational goals, and improve behavior and
attendance…” (p.1). While the mentor brief identified mentoring as a dropout prevention
strategy, it did not assess the effectiveness of the strategy (U.S. Department of Education,
Mentoring, 2017).
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According to Tierney, Grossman, and Resch (1995) and Grossman and Tierney
(1998), mentoring has been linked to improved academic achievement and improved
attitudes toward school. Other studies, however, show no statistically significant impact
on student outcomes (Berstein et al., 2009). Mentoring has been linked to greater
intervention outcomes when (a) mentees have higher levels of environmental risks; (b)
mentor/mentee matching is based upon similar interests; (c) structured training and
support for the mentor is focused on teaching and advocating skills; and (d) program
maintains strict adherence to mentor screening (DuBois et al., 2011).
Mentoring as both an academic and social intervention has not only increased in
the United States, but also in the United Kingdom (Knowles & Parsons, 2009). Since
1997, the United Kingdom Labor Government has funded and promoted mentoring as a
social intervention (Evans, 2005). In 2006, The United Kingdom Department of
Education and Skills piloted a peer mentoring program in 180 secondary schools in
England (Knowles & Parsons, 2009). Their study qualitatively attested to the benefits of
mentoring but did not produce impact data showing a positive effect on attendance or
behavior (Knowles & Parsons, 2009).
Mentor-Mentee Matching
Mentor/Mentor matching is varied from program to program and has been linked
to duration and outcomes (Tierney, Grossman, & Resch, 1995). In a seminal mentor
study using 487 participants from Big Brothers Big Sisters, Tierney, Grossman, and
Resch (1995) posited mentor/mentee matching as a critical program practice. They
further asserted that matching criteria should include (a) shared interest; (b) close
geographic proximity; (c) same race matches if possible; (d) preferences made for
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students waiting the longest for a match (Tierney et al., 1995). Some program match
based upon similar interests and career goals (Hughes et al, 2009). Lag time, defined as
the time it takes to find a match for a mentor, is associated with mentor/mentee matching,
with minority boys being the hardest to match with a suitable volunteer (Tierney et al.,
1995). For example, within school-based mentoring, matching mentee to mentor has
taken an average of 81 days from the beginning of the school year (Bernstein et al., 2009)
and as long as six months in community-based mentoring programs (Tierney et al.,
1995). Mentor-mentee pairing often has been rudimentarily based upon shared interests
(Kupersmidt, Stump, Stelter, & Rhodes, 2017). Albeit rudimentary, matching based upon
shared interests has yielded larger effect sizes (DuBois et al., 2011).
According to DuBois and colleagues (2002), matching by gender, race, or
ethnicity does not impact the success of the mentoring relationship, a finding further
confirmed by Hughes and colleagues (2009). In contrast, Zirkel (2002) posited that
because youth are keenly aware of socio-economic and cultural differences and are
forming self-identities, cross-cultural mentoring matches may be demotivating. Similarly,
Lindwall (2017) argued that there is insufficient evidence to claim no risk associated with
cross-cultural dyads and provided qualitative support for same-culture, same-race
matches. Although there have been contradictions regarding outcomes related to
mentoring matching by race, the body of literature related to the importance of
relationship quality is less divisive. Generally, there has been agreement regarding the
importance of relationship quality between mentors and mentees (Keller & Pryce, 2005;
Rhodes et al., 2006).
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Mentoring and Relationship Quality
Relationship quality has been cited the “central mechanism of influence” within
mentoring (Keller & Pryce, 2005, p. 34). In a notable early study, Grossman and Johnson
(1999) found relationships characterized by disappointment to be contributors to mentee
low self-esteem and increased distrust of adults beyond the mentor.
Positive relationship quality is characterized by bonds of trust, empathetic
interactions, mutual satisfaction, awareness of emotional and physical safety,
reciprocated respect, and mentor/mentee self-efficacy (Allen & Eby, 2003; Rhodes et al.,
2006). Because of the importance of quality relationships on mentoring outcomes, Keller
and Pryce (2010) proposed a conceptual framework for understanding and promoting
relationships informed by (a) qualitative studies focused on relationship (Goldner &
Mayseless, 2008; Hamilton & Hamilton, 1992; Morrow & Styles, 1995; Styles &
Morrow, 1992; Keller & Pryce, 2010); (b) the psychology of power and permanence in
relationships; (c) reciprocity and mutual benefits; and (d) understanding the dynamics of
relationship development (Keller & Pryce, 2010). In relationships that are not
compulsory, Keller and Pryce (2010) posited the need for mentors to incorporate a
hybrid approach to relationship-development, one that (a) emphasizes needs-based
guidance and support; (b) establishes parameters for mentees but refrains from being
overly prescriptive; (c) emphasizes the mentor as the one with greater responsibility to
initiate and structure the interactions in the relationship; (d) accepts that any potential
unequal benefits in the relationship should favor the mentee; and (e) embraces the belief
that the mentor is responsible for tending to and promoting the well-being of the mentee.
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Relationship quality may be moderated by program structure, mentor training,
skill development emphasis, mentor expectations, and efficacy support (Styles &
Morrow, 1992; Peaslee & Teye, 2015; Weiler et al., 2019). Mentors who base activities
and shared time on the needs of mentees rather than on predetermined scripts/programs
reported greater levels of satisfaction and were more likely to stay in the relationship
(Styles & Morrow, 1992). In contrast, mentors who were more autocratic, more
prescriptive, and had expectations to “fix” mentees were disappointed and more likely to
end the relationship (Styles & Morrow, 1992).
Relationship bonds within mentoring have been shown to strengthen as time is
spent on a myriad of activities including sharing meals, attending ballgames, concerts,
movies, shopping, playing at a park, exercising together, having one-on-one talks
(Hughes et al., 2009). Frequency of mentor/mentee contact has been cited as a time
challenge and has been associated with relationship quality (DuBois et al., 2002; Spencer
et al., 2016). Mentors’ program experiences, including staff support, skill-development
training, and clear program goals, have shown to be positively related to relationship
quality (Weiler et al., 2019).
A 2016 study by Raposa, Rhodes, and Herrera found relationship quality to be
negatively impacted by individual risks but not by environmental risks. In contrast to the
2016 study, Weiler and colleagues (2019) found environmental risks such as economic
adversity, family stress, and peer difficulties to be negatively associated with
mentor/mentee relationship quality; however, individual risks such as academic
challenges, mental health problems, and behavioral issues were not associated with
mentoring relationship quality (Weiler et al., 2019). The different findings in the two
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studies could have been the result of differences in length of relationship duration,
program structure, and support (Weiler et al., 2019). The 2016 study used participants
from Big Brothers Big Sisters (Raposa et al.), while participants in the 2019 study
were from Campus Connections (Weiler et al.). The use of mental health
professionals in Campus Connections may have buffered the individual risks of
mentored youth. A 2013 study of Big Brothers Big Sisters examined risk profiles and
found no notable differences in relationship quality and youth risk (Herrera, et al.).
This finding provides hope that strong relationships characterized by trust may be
developed, despite the level of risk among at-risk youth.
Studies also show relationship quality to be impacted by mentor self-efficacy and
confidence (Karcher et al., 2006) as well as the number of visits/activities between the
mentor and mentee (Weiler et al., 2019). Additionally, the quality of relationship mentees
have with their parents and others may impact mentor/mentee relationship quality
(Rhodes et al., 2006). Relationship quality has been positively influenced by promisekeeping, consistency, and active listening (Hughes et al., 2009). Positive, lasting
relationship quality and duration of the relationship may also be influenced by mentee
perceptions of emotional support from parents and positive relationships with parents,
while poor relationship quality has elicited a strong association with increased odds of
early termination (DeWit, 2016). Mentors’ skills and ability to empathize with mentee
sensitivities and respond to needs may be significant contributors to relationship quality
(Rhodes et al., 2006). Mentees reported positive perceptions of relationship quality when
they found mentors to be emotionally available, bolsters of self-confidence, active
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listeners, empathetic, and willing to patiently listen to alternative viewpoints, and help
them reach their goals (Spencer et al., 2016).
A longitudinal study including 85 Big Brothers Big Sisters agencies used a
Strength of Relationship (SoR) scale to assess relationship quality from the mentors’
perspective (Rhodes, Schwartz, Willis, & Wu, 2017). The SoR consisted of 14 mentoredreported items including (a) I sometimes feel frustrated with how few things have
changed with my Little; (b) I feel close to my Little; (c) Being a Big is more of a time
commitment than I anticipated; (d) I feel confident handling challenges of being a mentor
(Rhodes et al., 2017). Positive mentor perceptions of relationship closeness were linked
to overcoming challenges such as time limitations and to longer relationship duration
(Rhodes et al., 2017).The literature related to the importance and development of
relationship quality both informed the research questions guiding this study and also
informed the development of the interview questions related to mentor/mentee
interactions and relationship-development.
Mentor Motivations and Expectations
Because this study focused specifically on the perceptions of mentors, it is
important to note the findings related primarily to mentors, beginning with mentor
motivations and expectations. The desire to mentor understandably varies; however,
studies have found some commonly reported motivations including (a) the desire to make
a difference in the lives of others; (b) having a heightened sense of altruism; (c) desiring
to improve communication and connecting skills; and (d) enhancing resumes and
advancing careers (Knowles & Parsons, 2009). Individuals choose to mentor for varying
reasons, and increased research related to mentor motivations may contribute to improved
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outcomes for mentees (Tolan et al., 2013). Tolan and colleagues (2013) found evidence
for stronger effects for mentee positive academic and social outcomes when mentors
were motivated by the possibility of enhanced personal development. Although tutoring
and academic support are important parts of many mentoring programs, service-learning
students were likely more motivated to mentor because of the friendship they hoped to
foster (Hughes et al., 2009). According to Jones, Doveston, & Rose (2009), altruism
plays a key role in successful mentoring; however, the authors did not define what is
meant by successful.
Motivations for mentoring vary and may influence the type of mentoring program
mentors choose. For example, community-based mentoring programs such as Big
Brothers Big Sisters have tended to define the role of mentor as more of a buddy
(Spencer et al., 2016), while school-based mentoring more often promotes the mentor as
a tutor (Karcher et al., 2006).
In a study conducted in the United Kingdom, mentors (25%) reported the desire to
enhance resumes and positively impact careers as a motivation to mentor (Evans, 2005).
Fifty-one percent (51%) of the mentors reported altruistic and/or spiritual reasons for
volunteering their time to mentoring, while 41% reported having had difficulty in their
own childhoods or with their children as a motivation to mentor (Evans, 2005).
The role of expectations. Mentors’ expectations as they enter the mentoring
relationship may play a role in the outcomes for both mentors and mentees (Evans, 2005;
Spencer et al., 2016). Additionally, mentor expectations may inform mentor/mentee
matching (Spencer et al., 2016). Individuals express varied reasons for volunteering their
time to mentor (Evans, 2005; Knowles & Parsons, 2009; Spencer et al., 2016), and
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beyond the initial motivations, the expectations mentors bring to and maintain in the
relationship may play a role in relationship quality and duration (Evans, 2005) as well as
program effects (Keller, 2005). Expectations are influenced by varied backgrounds,
initial motivation to mentor, personalities, and prior knowledge about mentoring (Evans,
2005). Problems, such as frustration and even early termination, arose when mentors
expected grandiose outcomes or what Evans (2005) calls “a road to Damascus
experience” (p. 23).
In a 1992 qualitative study by Hamilton and Hamilton, mentors were classified
into four levels, based upon their expectations for mentees: level one mentors focused on
relationship/friendship; level two focused on opportunities for mentees; level three
stressed the development of mentee character; and level four mentors expected to help
mentees with competence. Mentors at levels three and four were aware and inclusive of
all four aims of mentoring: building relationships, focusing on opportunities as well as
the development of character and competence, while mentors at levels one and two were
too narrowly focused on their one aim (Hamilton & Hamilton, 1992). Mentors at levels
three and four provided more structure and specific guidance and maintained longer
relationships than mentors focused solely on building relationships and/or providing
opportunities (Hamilton & Hamilton, 1992). Also supporting the need for structure and
specific guidance, Keller (2005) found stronger effects when mentors expected their work
to resemble the roles of teachers and providers of information and guidance.
In a study involving 82 Big Brother Big Sister matches, Morrow and Styles
(1995) identified relationships as developmental or prescriptive. Mentors’ expectations
regarding mentee needs, relationship goals, and the purpose of having a mentor differed
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depending on a more developmental or more prescriptive approach (Morrow & Styles,
1995). Developmental approaches to mentoring were characterized by support,
flexibility, trust, and balance of authority figure and friend (Morrow & Styles, 1995). In
contrast, a prescriptive approach was characterized by prescribed activities and goals
determined autocratically by the mentor, an expectation that mentees are equally
responsible for maintaining the relationship, and a focus on rules and punishment
(Morrow & Styles, 1995). When compared, mentors who had a more developmental
approach had greater duration and satisfaction than those with a more prescriptive
approach (Morrow & Styles, 1995). Because much of the research related to the mentor
specifically dates to the early and mid-90s, the proposed study has the potential to
provide updates to the body of literature focused on the mentors’ perspective and
approaches.
Mentor Role Conceptualization and Role Ambiguity
Mentors may serve as role models and agents of change, providing tangible
examples of emotional regulation, self-control, and positive interactions with others
(Rhodes et al., 2006). Mentors may be facilitators of positive self-affirmation, improved
interpersonal skills, and identity development (Van Ryzin, 2014; DuBois et al., 2002).
Their role may also be that of a facilitator or guide to inform personal decision making
(DuBois et al., 2002). According to Hamilton and Hamilton (1992), mentors’ roles
necessitate flexibility, moving from tutor to trusted friend to career coach. The necessity
of flexibility was supported by Goldner and Mayseless (2008) whose analysis focused on
relationships driven by needs of the mentees rather than prescribed role embodiment.
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Their findings suggested role ambiguity may be a strength rather than detriment (Goldner
& Mayseless, 2008).
Mentoring relationships may enable youth to discuss difficult and sensitive topics
they do not have the confidence to discuss with parents, thus putting mentors in a quasiparent role (Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003). Mentors may view their role as
friend/buddy, court and school advocate, counselor, companion, parent, tutor, spiritual
guide, teacher, coach, role-model or a combination of these (Rhodes et al., 2006; Jones et
al., 2009; Hughes et al., 2009). While mentors in some programs emphasized providing
guidance related to the logistics of college enrollment and success, others emphasized
being a friend and role-model above providing academic support (Hughes et al., 2009).
Role ambiguity and perception may play a role in the outcome variance and
satisfaction associated with mentoring relationships. For example, one who defines his
role as a spiritual advisor is going to behave differently than one who sees his role as an
academic tutor (Jones et al., 2009). Mentors who volunteer in schools and/or programs
that have strictly prescribed roles may feel limited in their ability to deviate from the
well-defined role and thus not be able to focus on other identified needs (Rose & Jones,
2007). Role ambiguity and uncertainty regarding expectations may also play a role in
decisions to cease volunteering (Allen & Mueller, 2013); however, some ambiguity and
fluidity of the role of mentor may be a positive aspect of the mentor/mentee relationship
because roles may be defined based on differentiated needs (Jones et al., 2009; Golder &
Mayseless, 2008). A mentee who is failing academically but thriving socially has
different needs than someone who is succeeding in school but experiencing social anxiety
and behavioral problems (Napper & Keane, 2004).
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Benefits of Mentoring
While the focus of the studies on mentoring has often been on outcomes of the
mentees (Frels & Onwuebuzie, 2012); Caldarella, Gomm, Shatzer, & Wall, 2010), recent
studies (Lakind et al., 2014; Crawford et al., 2013; Haddock et al., 2017; Knowles &
Parsons, 2009) emphasized the benefits mentors themselves gained from their mentoring
experiences. These gains included (a) personal development; (b) service-learning and
civic engagement; (c) spiritual benefits; (d) self-efficacy gains; (e) career-related benefits.
The findings related to mentor benefits informed both the research and interview
questions of this study, as focusing on mentor benefits has the potential to inform mentor
recruitment as well as retainment.
Personal development. Studies have supported mentoring as a means of mentor
personal growth and development. For example, mentors have reported becoming more
street-smart, open-minded, and more concerned for others (de Anda, 2001). Mentors have
also reported gains in understanding their own childhoods and gaining depth of
knowledge regarding child development as well as understanding educational practices
that are developmentally appropriate (Haddock et al., 2013; Trepanier-Street, 2007).
Similarly, according to Evans (2005), mentors have reported improvements in their
interactions with others, increased self-confidence and awareness, improved attitudes
towards and empathy for young people who have been marginalized, and less reluctance
to try new things. In a qualitative study by Banks (2010), mentors reported learning how
to effectively deal with varied personalities and skill levels and subsequently reported a
greater appreciation for teachers who work in challenging heterogenous environments.
Other reported growth benefits included feelings of greater sense of personal purpose,
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expansion of life experiences, and the building of social capital (Crawford et al., 2013;
Knowles & Parsons, 2009). Additionally, mentors reported more social awareness and
more willingness to confront negative stereotypes and assumptions as they gained insight
into the challenges at-risk youth and their families face due to poverty and social
injustices (Hughes et al., 2009; Hughes et al., 2010). Mentors have also reported
improvements in stress management, greater awareness of personal purpose, improved
leadership skills and work habits, and a heightened appreciation for their own education
(Haddock et al., 2013). Finally, mentors working with at-risk youth reported increased
insight into positive relationship development, specific skill development, the
development of patience, humility, and bonds of trust, and greater community awareness
(Crawford et al., 2013; Caldarella et al., 2010; Hughes et al., 2010; Philip & Hendry,
2000).
Service-learning and civic engagement. Colleges across the United States have
increased efforts to promote civic engagement, volunteerism, and especially servicelearning (Johnson & Ferguson, 2018). Service learning is an educational endeavor that
promotes meeting specific learning objectives through community service (Valerius &
Hamilton, 2001). Service-learning can be life-changing when individuals become more
acutely aware of the cumulative effects of poverty, poor nutrition, and/or chronic stress
(Einfeld & Collins, 2008). When mentoring occurred within a service-learning scheme,
mentors gained a more sophisticated view of social problems and were less likely to fault
individuals for the plights others have in life (Rhodes & DeBois, 2006). Banks (2010)
concluded that mentoring with a service-learning context provided mentors substantial
life experience and understanding. Similarly, a study of mentors in Colorado State’s
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Campus Corps/Connections Therapeutic Mentoring Program yielded support for service
learning as a means of (a) positively impacting attitudes toward civic responsibilities; and
(b) motivating college students to become engaged in civic activities and apply the
knowledge and skills learned through mentoring (Haddock et al., 2013).
Spiritual benefits. Another potential benefit of mentoring is related to
spirituality. While the research on the spiritual benefits of mentoring is sparse, a study by
Frels and Onwuegbuzie (2012) supported mentoring as a meaningful and spiritual
experience for the mentor, an experience that extended beyond academic, goal-oriented
tangibility—an experience that resulted in more reliance on inner strength. Akin to
spiritual benefits, mentors also reported gaining more appreciation for their own life
experiences, a reevaluation of priorities, and a deeper awareness of the importance of
friendship (Hughes et al., 2010).
Self-efficacy. Mentors in a qualitative study conducted in England reported
increases in self-confidence, knowledge of others, and improved abilities to listen to and
help others (Knowles & Parsons, 2009). According to Schmidt, Marks, and Derrico
(2004), mentors who work with at-risk youth tend to have more confidence in their
ability to positively impact a life. Self-efficacy is of particular interest because it has been
linked to longer-lasting mentor relationships (Lakind et al., 2014; Karcher et al., 2006)
and the length of the relationship may positively or negatively impact outcomes (Wesley
et al., 2017).
Career-related benefits. Mentoring has been shown to facilitate community
involvement and provide exposure to many individuals in a school and/or community,
thus increasing business contacts and social capital (Haddock et al., 2013). The
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experience of mentoring has also served as a confirmation of or rejection of a college
major and/or career (Haddock et al., 2013).
Challenges Associated with Mentoring
While studies have shown benefits of mentoring, studies have also identified
psychological costs and other challenges of mentoring (Hughes et al., 2010). In order to
improve mentor recruitment and retention rates, it is important to understand and address
the challenges mentors face. Perhaps one of the most common challenges of mentoring in
general is the low retention of mentors and the damage done when relationships have
terminated, a too common occurrence (Spencer, 2007). For example, mentoring
relationships lasting less than three months have resulted in mentees showing declines in
perceptions of self-worth, academic competence, and increased drug and alcohol use
(Grossman & Rhodes, 2002). There has also been a noted challenge in recruitment of
mentors, specifically for at-risk youth (Haddock et al., 2013). Because mentoring has
been positively regarded and thought by some to be an intuitive process, the body of
empirical research related to mentoring at-risk youth is still lacking (Rhodes & Lowe,
2008).
Lack of training. The lack of quality training historically afforded to mentors
may also contribute to the psychological costs, success, and duration of the mentoring
relationship (Spencer, 2007; Kupersmidt, et al., 2017). On-going, theory-based training
has shown to positively impact program effectiveness (DuBois et al., 2002); however,
training across mentoring programs ranges from non-existent to highly structured (Evans,
2005; Britner et al, 2006). Additionally, while mentors have claimed the need for more
training, they have also resisted attending training and support meetings (Evans, 2005;

30

Peaslee & Teye, 2015). While some believe mentoring to be intuitive (Rhodes et al.,
2006), there is evidence that mentors are often not prepared for the difficult challenges
associated with mentoring youth who have been impacted by trauma, abuse, poverty, and
other negative influences (Smith, Newman-Thomas, & Storment, 2015).
Limited or inconsistent contact with mentee. Participants in the National
Guard’s Youth ChalleNGe program cited a desire for increased contact with their
mentors and considered limited or inconsistent contact with their mentors as a deterrent
to the strength of the relationship (Spencer et al., 2016). A federally funded impact study
of school-based mentoring programs showed that 3% of youth who were matched with a
mentor never met (Bernstein et al., 2009).
Early termination. A study involving 569 youth participating in Big Brothers
Big Sisters community mentoring showed 34% of youth experienced relationship
termination prior to the end of the program’s year-long period of commitment (DeWit et
al., 2016). Early termination appears to be impacted by level of mentee risk (Raposa et
al., 2016), a factor mentors themselves cannot control. Outcomes of a study of 487
mentored youth in Big Brothers Big Sisters program revealed a greater likelihood of early
relationship termination with mentees who had experienced sexual, emotional, or
physical abuse (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002). Gender may also play a factor in matchdetermination difficulties and early termination, with females having a greater likelihood
of early termination (DeWit et al., 2016). Raposa et al., (2016) also found high levels of
stress in the homes of mentees were predictors of early termination of the mentoring
relationship, and youth who had high rates of behavioral infractions reported less
relationship satisfaction and fewer benefits derived from having been mentored. Family-
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motivated reasons, such as high mobility and dissatisfaction with mentor/mentee match,
have also been cited as contributors to early relationship termination (Peaslee & Teye,
2015). In addition, youth who had experienced some form of abuse, emotional, physical,
and/or sexual, were found to be more likely to have shorter relationship duration than
youth at-risk for reasons other than abuse (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Grossman et al.,
2011). Mentor/mentee relationships ending prematurely have been linked to declines in
mentee self-worth and perceptions of academic competence (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002).
Research by DuBois and colleagues (2002) and Larose et al., (2005) support the necessity
of relationship duration in order to build the trust required to have a meaningful
relationship. The risk factors and abuse realities were obviously beyond the mentor’s
control and provided rationale for continued study.
Rejection sensitivity. Perhaps a factor in early termination and a challenge in
mentoring at-risk youth is rejection sensitivity (McDonald, Bowker, Rubin, Laursen, &
Duchene, 2010). Rejection sensitivity is the tendency to anticipate rejection, often with
great anxiety and/or anger, and is primarily a result of internalizing difficulties
experienced during childhood (McDonald et al., 2010). According to Grossman and
colleagues (2012), rejection sensitive youth are more likely to have troubling
relationships as well as experience shorter relationship duration. Reduction in rejection
sensitivity has been associated with (1) improved behaviors with peers and adults; (2)
more assertiveness and willingness to speak up; (3) improvements in relationships overall
(Kanchewa, Yoviene, Schwartz, Herrera, & Rhodes, 2018). McDonald and colleagues
(2010) found that youth with low parent and low friend support were more prone to angry
rejection sensitivity as well as depression. Youth with low friend support and high parent

32

support were more prone to anxious (rather than angry) rejection sensitivity (McDonald
et al., 2010). Mentors may encounter rejection sensitivity and may also be well-suited to
provide trusting, safe, and supportive environments for at-risk youth; however, there is a
need for greater knowledge and understanding of rejection sensitivity, as well as a need
for greater mentor preparation and support (Grossman et al., 2012).
Limited parent involvement. Another challenge in the duration of the mentoring
relationship is the amount of parental support and involvement. Mentoring relationships
are more likely to last when parents are supportive of the mentor (DeWit et al., 2016).
Additionally, inclusion of structured activities involving parents proved to be a
significant moderator of effect size in a 2002 study by DuBois and colleagues. In a more
recent study by Van Ryzin (2014), inclusion of parents was noted as a contributor to
program success. Additionally, attitudes and self-esteem are more likely to improve when
youth have positive perceptions of their relationships with parents (Rodriguez-Planas,
2014). These findings support the need to better involve parents in the mentoring process.
There is also a need for more research related to parents’ over-reliance on the mentoring
relationship and thus less involvement in the mentee’s life (Rodriquez-Planas, 2014).
Lack of self-efficacy. Another challenge mentor may encounter is the mentor’s
level of self-efficacy. Mentors who perceive themselves as effectual are better able to
overcome or endure difficulties associated with working with at-risk youth (Raposa et al.,
2016). Also, mentors with a sense of self-efficacy are more likely to stay in the mentoring
relationship (Kupersmidt, Stelter, Rhodes, & Stump, 2017; Lakind et al., 2014). A study
by Karcher, Nakkula, and Harris, (2005) concluded that mentor perceptions of selfefficacy were connected to the level of risk among the mentored youth. In other words,
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the higher the level of risk, the more unlikely mentors were to maintain a sense of
efficacy. Another study of mentoring at-risk youth shows a decrease in the mentor ratings
of self-efficacy over time (Faith et al., 2011; Peaslee & Teye, 2015). This phenomenon
could be viewed as a challenge and cost to mentors. Although self-efficacy has been cited
as important to relationship development and duration, the topic is too often absent from
mentor training, thus presenting an additional risk to viable, lasting mentoring
relationships (Kupersmidt et al, 2017).
Training and research gaps. Another challenge for mentors is the lack of
specific training that is too common within structured mentoring programs (Wesely et al.,
2017; Hughes et al., 2010), especially if the mentor has not had any former experience
working with youth (DuBois et al., 2002). Mentors of high-risk youth have expressed the
need for more training and support related to navigating social service systems and
interacting with families (Herrera et al., 2013). The research gaps are possible barriers to
successful program implementation and success as well as relationship quality and
duration (Hughes et al., 2011). According to Garringer, McQuillin & McDaniel (2017),
of nearly 1,500 programs surveyed, only 48% of them reported providing pre-match
mentor training, while only 62% offer post-match training. Mentor training has been
found to influence mentor/mentee relationship quality (Haddock et al., 2013), and
programs providing on-going training have shown larger effect sizes and improved
program effectiveness (DuBois et al., 2002). Also, mentors who receive early match
training as well as consistent program support have reported higher quality relationships
and have maintained the relationship longer (Herrera et al., 2013).
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Despite the frequency of relationship failures, the reasons for these failures have
not been sufficiently studied, thus handicapping program leaders responsible for the
training agendas of mentors (Spencer, 2006; 2007). There is also a noted deficiency in the
number of studies examining program features, processes, and organization, thus a call
for more extensive and careful program evaluations (Rhodes et al., 2006; Tolan et al.,
2103). While Tolan and colleagues (2013) reviewed 46 mentoring studies and found
significant positive effect on academic achievement and delinquency, limited research
focusing on the mentors’ perspective is a noted deficiency (Haddock et al., 2013) as is
longitudinal research focusing on mentees’ transition to adulthood (Fernandes-Alcantara,
2019).
Deficiencies in mentor relational skill. Mentors’ lack of relational skills presents
additional challenges and may contribute to early termination of the relationship
(Spencer, 2007). Lack of cultural awareness, ignorance of personal biases, and gaps in
knowledge of developmental psychology have been cited as specific challenges faced by
mentors (Spencer, 2007). Mentors report “shock and dismay” as they learn the realities
many of their mentees face in life, and mentors expressed a need for more strategies to
build trust within the relationship (Hughes et al., 2010). Despite noted skill and
experience deficiencies, as well as high attrition rates, there remains a lack of systemic
training for mentors (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002).
Unmet expectations. Spencer (2006) found that disappointment and unfulfilled
expectations are factors in relationship satisfaction and early termination. While mentors
in a study by Hughes and colleagues (2009) expressed a desire to learn about strategies to
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address poverty and other conditions in low-income schools and communities, postmentoring reflections and surveys indicate these expectations went largely unmet.
Overview of the Age to Age Mentoring Program
The subject of this research involves mentors in Age to Age, a local community
mentoring program in Russellville, Arkansas that has been operational for almost 33
years. According to Russellville, Arkansas native, Ms. Lisa Roys (personal
communication, June 18, 2019), Age to Age began in 1987 when a small group of
Arkansas Tech University (ATU) freshmen recognized the needs of single parents they
shared classes with at ATU. The group of six freshmen, known as Wesley Foundation
FROGs, (Freshmen Outreach Group), met with Ms. Roys—who was employed as
Associate Director of ATU’s Wesley Foundation, a Methodist-supported college
ministry—to brainstorm ways to help single parents and give back to the community
(personal communication, June 18, 2019). From this meeting, Age to Age was formed,
beginning with six Freshman mentors and five at-risk elementary mentees from Crawford
Elementary School in Russellville, Arkansas (Lisa Roys, personal communication, June
18, 2019). This program was chosen as the focus of the study because it is the only
formal community mentoring program in Russellville, Arkansas working directly with
local school leaders. Given the potential impact mentoring has on both the mentor and
mentee, it is important that educational leaders learn more about mentoring at-risk youth.
Evolution and Structure of Age to Age. Age to Age has evolved to 75-80
college mentors serving around 80 at-risk students in grades K-12 within the Russellville,
Arkansas School District (Lisa Roys, personal communication, June 18, 2019). The
program has expanded into both mentoring and academic support and is characterized by
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strong support of the local schools, weekly meetings with structured and unstructured
activities, weekly meals, theme-based programming, literacy-focused tutoring sessions,
community service projects, visits to homes and schools, and summer camps (Age to
Age, n.d.). The Frueauff Foundation, administrated by a former Russellville, Arkansas
Elementary School Principal, began grant contributions Age to Age in the mid 1990s and
continues to the present, with a recent contribution of $50,000 (Lisa Roys, personal
communication, September 14, 2019). The River Valley United Way is also a regular
supporter of Age to Age (Lisa Roys, personal communication, September 14, 2019).
In 2017, Age to Age added another branch of mentoring known as Kidnections
(Rhonda Lawrence, personal communication, June 17, 2019). Kidnections provides
mentoring to Russellville, Arkansas students in grades 4 through 9. Mentors in the
Kidnections program are adult volunteers from the Russellville Community. More
information about the Age to Age program is provided in Chapter 3. Kidnections is not a
part of this research study.
Theoretical Perspective
The theoretical underpinning for this qualitative study was found in SelfDetermination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2017). SDT is a broad theory that addresses
the study of self-organization, growth, and intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Ryan &
Deci, 2017). SDT may inform a deeper understanding of the findings in this study. The
theory considers how varying contexts and conditions impact motivation which in turn
impacts self-regulation, satisfaction, and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). SDT is an
“organismic, empirical” perspective that considers the psychology of human wellness,
wholeness, and growth as a life science (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Ryan and Deci (2017) posit
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that in order for humans to thrive and remain intrinsically motivated, three needs must be
met: (a) autonomy; (b) competence; (c) relatedness. Autonomy, competence, and
relatedness, theoretically, drive individuals to be actively and willingly engaged in
activities, which leads to satisfaction, growth, and over-all well-being (Ryan & Deci,
2017).
In order to understand SDT, one must understand autonomy, competence, and
relatedness as the sustenance of intrinsic motivation. Within this theoretical context,
autonomy is defined as being in control of self-behaviors and goals (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
When individuals merely comply, there is no autonomy but rather force which, according
to SDT, has the potential of alienating and demotivating (Allen & Mueller, 2013).
Competence refers to mastery of content, skills, and tasks, and relatedness is an
attachment or bond to others, which creates a sense of belonging (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
Another important assertion of SDT is that extrinsic motivation can actually undermine
or thwart autonomy, and when individuals do not feel a sense of control, they are likely to
withdraw and even show aggression toward the activities they were once motivated to do
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). SDT differs from other motivation theories in that SDT addresses
various types and sources of motivation and ensuing impacts on human behavior (Ryan
& Deci, 2017). SDT, for example, may address reasons individuals continue in a task or
decide to abandon the task (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
SDT and connections to this study. According to Grossman and Rhodes (2002), as
many as 50% of mentor/mentee matches terminate within the first or second month.
Because this qualitative study on mentoring sought to understand why mentors volunteer
their time, why they continue to mentor despite challenges, and what meaning they assign
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to their mentoring experience, SDT illuminated potential reasons for (a) beginning
mentoring; (b) remaining in the mentoring relationship, and/or (c) assigning meaning to
mentoring and the relationship. SDT also provided a theoretical underpinning to
understand the benefits and psychological costs of mentoring. For example, research
suggests that mentors who have a developed sense of self-efficacy are more likely to
persist in the mentoring relationship, despite the many challenges (Karcher et al., 2005;
Jones et al., 2009). SDT provided a lens to consider possible relationships between selfefficacy and the three needs that drive self-determination/motivation: autonomy,
competence, and relatedness.
Because this study also sought to determine how mentors perceive program
components and processes, SDT provided a framework to consider program components
and processes that either did or did not contribute to mentor satisfaction For example, the
training offered to mentors in the Age to Age program was (a) not mandatory; (b) was
limited in scope; and (c) was not grounded in empirical research. Satisfaction and
dissatisfaction can then be understood by considering the theoretical link between lack of
training and the need for competence as posited by SDT.
Much of the research related to mentoring addresses characteristics and quality of
the relationship between mentor and mentee (Crawford et al., 2013). SDT, again,
provided a framework to explore relationship development and quality in terms of the
need for relatedness posited by the theory.
Finally, this study on mentoring has the potential to be an impetus for
improvements in the Age to Age program specifically and may highlight the need for
further studies related to other mentoring programs. Because SDT addresses the reasons
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individuals persist in their endeavors and find personal satisfaction and well-being (Ryan
& Deci, 2007), it was a good fit for this study which sought to explore and understand the
perceptions and experiences of mentors.
Research Questions
The following seven research questions were informed by the literature review
and by Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017):
1. What motivates college students to volunteer their time mentoring at-risk youth?
2. What motivates college students to continue in the mentoring relationship?
3. How do mentors perceive their roles as mentors?
4. What are both the benefits and challenges of mentoring at-risk youth?
5. How do mentors overcome the challenges of mentoring?
6. What meaning do mentors assign to mentoring and the relationship?
7. How do mentors experience program components and processes within the
mentoring program?
Summary
The literature review for this qualitative study began with an examination of the
lack of agreement regarding the definition and goals of mentoring (Dawson, 2014) and
was followed by brief descriptions of notable mentoring program and an historical
overview of mentoring at the federal level (Beiswinger, 1985; Freedman, 1993; Reddick
et al., 2011). The literature review further outlined the evolution of mentoring as a social
and/or academic intervention (U.S. Government, Mentoring, 2017; Tolan et al., 2013;
Tierney, Grossman, & Resch, 1995) and presented research supporting (Larose et al.,
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2005) and questioning mentoring as a means of improving academic and social wellbeing of at-risk students (Berstein et al., 2009)
Following a brief review of the history and expansion of mentoring, important
program processes and components were discussed, including (a) mentor/mentee
matching (Tierney, Grossman, & Resch, 1995); (b) mentor motivations and expectations
(Knowles & Parsons, 2009); and (c) mentor program practices identified in the literature
as important to program outcomes (Weiler et al., 2014). Central to the literature review
was an examination of the impact of relationship quality on mentoring outcomes (Keller
& Pryce, 2005) and an examination of mentor role conceptualization and ambiguity
(Goldner & Mayseless, 2008). The literature review also contained an examination of
benefits mentors gain evidenced by the literature (Lakind et al., 2014; Crawford et al.,
2013; Haddock et al., 2017), as well as psychological costs and other challenges of
mentoring (Hughes et al., 2010; Spencer, 2007; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002).
The literature review concluded with a detailed explanation of Self-Determination
Theory (SDT) as the theoretical underpinning for this qualitative study (Ryan & Deci,
2017) and an explanation of how SDT informed the research questions guiding the study.

41

Chapter III: Methodology
This chapter outlines the methodology used in this study. The purpose of this
phenomenological, descriptive study was to investigate and interpret the perceptions,
experiences, and meaning-making of college students who volunteer to mentor at-risk
youth in a formal site-based mentoring program. The research design, description of
participants, data collection process, and data analysis are presented in this chapter. This
study followed all rules and regulations regarding research ethics and received approval
from the Arkansas Tech University IRB (Appendix A).
This qualitative study was guided by seven research questions:
1.

What motivates college students to volunteer their time mentoring at-risk
youth?

2.

What motivates college students to continue in the mentoring relationship?

3.

How do mentors perceive their roles as mentors?

4.

What are both the benefits and challenges of mentoring at-risk youth?

5.

How do mentors overcome the challenges of mentoring?

6.

How do mentors assign meaning to mentoring and the relationship?

7.

How do mentors experience program components and processes within the
mentoring program?

Research Design
This study was qualitative with a phenomenological approach. A
phenomenological approach allowed the research to focus on the lived experiences
(phenomenon) of individuals (Patton, 2015). Qualitative research design best served the
purpose of discovering the intricacies, lived experiences, and nuances of the story and
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people behind mentoring (Patton, 2015) Also, a qualitative approach did not require
predetermined categories of study and allowed the researcher to delve more deeply into
the subject(s) being studied (Patton, 2015). Triangulation of data, including interviews,
reflective journal entries, and analyses of program training material, provided a richness
of information that quantitative methodology does not allow (Patton, 2015). Because the
purpose of the study was to investigate the lived experiences and perceptions of mentors
in the Age to Age program, a qualitative, phenomenological inquiry involving face-toface interviews, analytic memos, rich description, program training materials
(Appendices C-F), and the use of reflective journals was the most appropriate research
design (Patton, 2015.)
Participants
Participants in this study were comprised of current Age to Age mentors who had
mentored a minimum of two years, thus involving knowledgeable, key informants for the
study (Patton, 2015). Participants were volunteers ranging from ages 20 to 23. They were
all full-time students at Arkansas Tech University (ATU). All participants had undergone
a criminal history check and had committed to mentoring an at-risk youth ranging from
kindergarten through grade 12.
Sampling method. Potential participants were selected for this study using
purposeful, convenience sampling, which according to Patton (2015), involves
strategically selecting participants who would provide information-rich cases. Purposeful,
convenience sampling is logical and appropriate when the goal of the study is to obtain
in-depth, narrative data. From the group of potential participants, eleven participants were
selected using purposeful random sampling to avoid selection bias (Patton, 2015).
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Purposeful random sampling is the process of identifying a population of interest and
then randomly selecting participants within the identified population (Patton, 2015).
Purposeful random sampling added credibility by reducing selection bias (Patton, 2015).
This sampling method was appropriate for this study because it allowed for an equal
chance of selection for everyone qualified and willing to participate.
Before recruiting participants for this study, written permission was granted by
Mr. John Palmer, the Director of Wesley Foundation (Appendix B).To invite participants
to this study, the researcher emailed Age to Age Directors and requested a date and time
to speak face-to-face to mentors regarding the study. The informational meeting was
conducted at Wesley Foundation adjacent to Arkansas Tech University. During the faceto-face informational meeting, potential participants were informed, both verbally and in
writing, of (a) the purpose of the study; (b) how the data would be used; (c) types of
questions that would be asked in the interviews; (d) any risks or benefits involved for the
person being interviewed; (e) an assurance of personal confidentiality; (f) assurance that
individuals could leave the study at will; and (g) the importance of the study (Patton,
2015). At the close of the informational meeting, the researcher asked participants (i.e.,
those with two years’ experience), to complete an informational sheet that provided: (a)
name; (b) age; (c) race; (d) college major; (e) career goal; (f) number of years as a mentor
in Age to Age or other mentoring program; (g) email and physical address; (h) phone
number; (i) gender, race, grade, and age of current mentee; (j) gender, race, grade, and
age of past mentee(s). At the end of the informational sheet, individuals indicated their
willingness to participate in the study in writing. Fifteen mentors were qualified and
willing to participate in the study. Using purposeful random sampling, 11 individuals
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were selected to participate in the study. The participants were contacted via email to
establish interview dates and times.
Setting. Context within a qualitative study provides a frame for both the
researcher and readers (Patton, 2015). The context of this study was the Age to Age
mentoring program in Russellville, Arkansas, housed within the Wesley Foundation.
Wesley Foundation is a student-driven campus ministry affiliated with the United
Methodist Church. The Age to the Age mentoring program began in 1987 as a way for
ATU students to provide mentoring and tutoring to K-12 “at-risk” students within the
Russellville School District (Age to Age, n.d.) While Wesley Foundation is a campus
ministry, Age to Age is not focused on ministry, but rather on developing relationships
with at-risk students through shared-time, tutoring, structured educational programming,
and one-on-one conversations. Age to Age currently serves 76 students who were
referred for mentoring by Russellville school personnel, primarily school counselors and
administrators.
Age to Age mentors are students from Arkansas Tech University (ATU) who
volunteer a minimum of two to three hours per week to mentor at-risk Russellville School
District students ranging from kindergarten to grade 12. Mentors are recruited through
social media, printed material distributed on the ATU campus during special events, and
open-invitation informational sessions (Appendices C and D). In addition, Age to Age
employees and volunteers attend college classes and special events on the college campus
and speak about the benefits and importance of mentoring. Age to Age mentors do not
have to be affiliated with the Wesley Foundation campus ministry. Mentors must submit
to and pass a criminal background check, have a clean driving record, and participate in
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weekly structured activities at the Wesley Foundation (Age to Age, n.d.). Training for
mentors is offered once a semester but is not a requirement to become a mentor. Mentor
training includes policies and procedures as well as topics specifically related to working
with at-risk youth, including (a) understanding the culture of poverty; (b) conflict
resolution; (c) communication dos and don’ts (Appendices C-F). In addition to the
weekly scheduled program times, mentors are also encouraged to spend time with
mentees outside of Age to Age. Suggested additional activities include having lunch at
the mentee’s school, attending a ballgame or extra-curricular event together, watching a
movie, etc. Parents of the mentees must agree in writing to allow their child(ren) to
participate in the program, and Age to Age directors and mentors communicate with
parents and school officials as needed (Age to Age, n.d.). At the time of this writing, Age
to Age has 76 mentors, two directors, and two student interns. Wesley Foundation also
employees a full-time director who is an ordained Methodist minister. Age to Age is
governed by a board of directors and is funded by private and public grants and
donations. The infrastructure of Age to Age includes five divisions: (a) Jump Start for
kindergarten; (b) Younger for grades 1-4; (c) Older for grades 5-7; (d) J-Crew for grades
8 and 9; and (e) Extreme Team for grades 10-12. Kidnections is another mentoring
program under the Age to Age umbrella and serves students in grades 4 through 9 with
adult mentors from the Arkansas River Valley (Age to Age, n.d.). Kidnections is not
included as a part of this research study.
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Data Collection
Data collection for this study was conducted in three ways: (a) face-to-face
interviews, (b) examination of mentor training agendas/materials; and (c) reflective
journals. Each data collection method is described in detail below.
Interviews. Face-to-face phenomenological interviews were conducted with 11
Age to Age mentors with data saturation in mind (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Patton,
2015). Phenomenological interviews in a qualitative study “aim to elicit a personal
description of a lived experience to describe a phenomenon as much as possible in
concrete and lived-through terms” (Patton, 2017, p. 432). Interviews lasted 30-45
minutes. Before beginning the data collection process, the researcher obtained signed
informed consent forms that delineated the purpose and process of the research study and
assured participant confidentiality (Patton, 2015). The researcher explained both verbally
and in writing that the interview would be recorded, transcribed, and analyzed for
inclusion in the study. Interview protocol included descriptive, open-ended questions,
probes, and follow-up questions such as (a) “Tell me more,” (b) “Would you speak more
about that?” as recommended by Patton (2015). Table 1 shows the interview questions
and the corresponding research questions. Attention was given to questions with preface
(Patton, 2015). Rather, for example, than asking, “What is your most memorable
event/occurrence as a mentor,” questions were prefaced with “I would like for you to
think about….” or “The next question is significant…” (Patton, 2015). The preface
strategy provided a signal of the importance of the question and alerted the participant of
the nature of the question, and prompted depth of thought (Patton, 2015).
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The interviews were scheduled via email and/or face-to-face correspondence and
occurred at the Wesley Foundation or a location convenient to the participant on a date
and time agreed upon by the researcher and interviewees. Because phenomenological
interviews are designed to capture details of lived experiences, the researcher ensured a
comfortable environment, began questioning in an informal manner, and maintained a
conversational, respectful tone throughout the interview (Patton, 2015). Additionally,
interviewees were given permission to abstain from answering any question(s) they did
not wish to answer and could terminate the interview at their will (Turner, 2010).
Protocol included recording the entirety of the interview as well as taking field notes,
analytic memos, and reflexive notes after each question to aid in data analysis.
Interview questions and protocol. The primary instruments for this study were
standardized, open-ended interview questions (Patton, 2015). Questions were informed
by a comprehensive literature review, the guiding research questions, Self-Determination
Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017), and guidelines outlined by Creswell and Creswell (2018).
Qualitative research relies on a researcher’s ability to ask relevant, open-ending questions
that evoke comprehensive accounts of lived experiences and perceptions (Patton, 2015).
The phenomenological interview questions were informed by a comprehensive literature
review and Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Interview questions were
aligned to guiding research questions and provided the primary means of gathering data
in order to identify emerging themes, patterns, and categories (Patton, 2015). Interview
questions and corresponding research questions are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1.
Interview Questions and Corresponding Research Questions
Interview Questions

Corresponding Research Questions

1. Thank you very much for agreeing to
participate in this study. Tell me a little
about yourself. What are some words you
use to describe yourself? What aspects of
your background make you suited to be a
mentor?

RQ1: What motivates college students to
volunteer their time mentoring at-risk youth?

2. What is your history with Age to Age?
How did you get involved? (How were you
recruited?) How many years have you
been mentoring? How many different
mentees have you had?

RQ1: What motivates college students to
volunteer their time mentoring at-risk youth?

3. I am interested in knowing why you chose
to become a mentor, especially since
recruiting mentors can be challenging.
What appealed to you about becoming a
mentor? What do you consider to be your
primary reason or motivation for being a
mentor?

RQ1: What motivates college students to
volunteer their time mentoring at-risk youth?

4. From my understanding, some people
consider Age to Age to be a religious
program since it is in Wesley Foundation.
How do you feel about that?

RQ3: How do mentors perceive their roles as
mentors?
RQ6: What meaning do mentors assign to
mentoring and the relationship?

5. How do you define mentor? In your view,
what are some things mentors do, and what
are some things mentors do not do?

RQ3: How do mentors perceive their roles as
mentors?
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Informed by self-determination theory

6. How would you describe your relationship
(including the quality or depth) with your
mentee? Tell me about your mentee,
including challenges your mentee faces. If
your relationship were to end, what would
you miss most?

RQ6: What meaning do mentors assign to
mentoring and the relationship?

7. Do you ever find it difficult to stay in the
mentoring relationship? What, if any, are
some things that have made you want to
leave? What makes you stay?

RQ2: What motivates college students to
continue in the mentoring relationship?

8. How do YOU benefit from being a
mentor? How, if applicable, has mentoring
helped you Personally? Professionally?

RQ4: What are both the benefits and challenges
of mentoring?

Informed by self-determination theory

Informed by self-determination theory

9. How does your mentee benefit from having RQ3: How do mentors perceive their roles as
you as a mentor?
mentors?
RQ4: What are both the benefits and challenges
of mentoring?
10. When you recall your time as a mentor,
what positive. Meaningful experience(s)
stand out in your mind?

RQ4: What are both the benefits and challenges
of mentoring?
RQ6: What meaning do mentors assign to
mentoring and relationship?

11. What is your most challenging experience
since becoming a mentor?

RQ4: What are both the benefits and challenges
of mentoring?

12. When you are faced with challenges in the
mentoring relationship, what do you do to
overcome the challenges? What part(s) of
your personality/disposition help you
navigate through the challenges?

RQ5: How do mentors overcome the challenges
of mentoring?
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Informed by self-determination theory

13. Let’s talk about the components of the Age
to Age program (groups, training, times,
activities, tutoring, etc). What components
do you find helpful? What, if anything,
would you like to change about the
program? Why?

RQ7: How do mentors experience program
components and processes within the mentoring
program?

14. Did you participate in any mentor
training(s)? What did you find beneficial
about the training? What, if anything,
would you change about the training?
If you did not participate in the training,
why not?

RQ7: How do mentors experience program
components and processes within the mentoring
program?

15. Talk to me about how you were matched to
your mentee. How did that occur?
Do you believe you and your mentee are a
good match? Why or why not?

RQ7: How do mentors experience program
components and processes within the mentoring
program?

16. Do you believe you will leave a lasting
impact on your mentee? What will that
impact be?

RQ4: What are both the benefits and challenges
of mentoring?
RQ6: What meaning do mentors assign to
mentoring and relationship?

Artifacts. In addition to the interviews, program artifacts, specifically mentoring
training materials and agendas were collected (Appendices C-F). According to Patton
(2015), “program records can provide a behind-the-scenes look at program practices…”
(p. 377).
Reflective journals. Data were also collected using reflective journal entries
informed by studies by Hughes and colleagues (2009; 2010) and Weiler and colleagues
(2014). For a minimum of two mentor/mentee sessions, participating mentors were asked
to write reflective journal entries that were guided by prompts related to mentor/mentee
interactions, subjects of conversations, and responses to (a) “Something that was
enlightening and meaningful in the interaction with my mentee today was…”; (b)
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“Something that was confusing or troubling in the interaction with my mentee today
was…”; (c) If I could have a do-over of the time with my mentor today, I would…”
Mentors self-selected a minimum of at least two sessions to reflect upon in writing. All
written reflections were collected via email by the researcher within one week of the
journal entry being written. Answers to the journal prompts informed the research
questions related to meaning-making and challenges and benefits of mentoring.
Credibility
Establishing credibility is paramount in qualitative research; credibility addresses
the question “how congruent are the findings [of this study] with reality?” (Shenton,
2004). Central to establishing credibility was triangulation using in-depth interviews,
reflective journals, and program artifacts (Patton, 2015). Triangulation is defined as the
use of a variety of data sources in a study (Patton, 2015). To further ensure credibility of
the findings, the researcher conducted member checking which allowed participants an
opportunity to match and validate their experiences (Guba, 1981). Additionally, the
constant comparison model for qualitative inquiry was used during data analysis (Patton,
2005). Participants received the transcription of his/her interview to check for accuracy.
The ultimate concern of member-checking and constant comparison was to establish truth
and improve data analysis dependability (Guba, 1981).
To address accuracy, the researcher immediately listened to the interview
recording, reviewed field notes, added additional reflexive notes, and wrote a reflective
narrative of the interview process (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). According to Patton
(2015), to immediately review the recordings, field notes, and write reflexively is also
critical to the rigor of the inquiry. The interviews were transcribed verbatim. To further
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ensure accuracy the researcher listened to the recording twice to ensure full alignment to
the transcription. To seek clarity regarding the interviewees’ answers and to assure
credibility, the researcher conducted member checking (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Member checking occurs when data are given back to those from whom they were
originally obtained (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Reflexivity
Because qualitative research is interpretive, reflexivity is critical in establishing
trustworthiness (Patton, 2015). The reflexive process provides readers with an
understanding of the background of the researcher and reveals possible biases, values,
history, and culture (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Self-disclosure without self-indulgence
is important in the process of reflexivity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The aim of this
reflexivity exercise was to reveal aspects of myself that supported genuine inquiry and
desire to better understand the lived experiences of volunteer mentors.
Growing up in poverty, the many informal educational mentors I had made a
noted difference in my life. Because of my mentors, I was able to conceive of a life
beyond what I saw in the generational poverty characterizing my family. Having always
had an interest in what makes some individuals resilient in the face of hardship and high
risk and what makes some individuals cave in the face of those same hardships and
realities, I am naturally drawn to the exploration of strategies used to overcome life’s
hurdles. Literature related to resiliency, empathy, and altruism is fascinating to me as an
educator driven to help students overcome challenges. As I have read studies that
supported positive outcomes of mentoring (Herrera et al., 2011) and studies from others
(Raposa et al., 2016) that suggested a minimal impact of mentoring, I was drawn to this
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topic as an educator because much attention and money have been given to mentoring as
an intervention strategy for at-risk students (Dubois, Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper
2002), despite the mixed messages and inconclusive results that have been found in the
literature (Herrera et al., 2013). My work as an educator and interest in mentoring in
general led me to an inquiry regarding the motivations, resilience, and experiences of
individuals who, despite their busy schedules, volunteer much of their time mentoring
challenging students. Working for one year as an administrative coordinator of the Age to
Age mentoring program piqued my interest in exploring the lived experiences and
perceptions of the mentors who volunteer much of their time working with at-risk youth.
I have been an educator for 30 years, serving in the roles of teacher, curriculum
administrator, federal programs coordinator, high school principal, and currently Chief
Academic Officer (CAO) at Arkansas Tech University-Ozark. In my role as principal, I
referred students to the Age to Age mentoring program with the assumption that a
positive relationship and sense of belonging would be beneficial to vulnerable students.
This research study challenged assumptions and informed the quest to recruit and retain
mentors that provide support systems for at-risk youth.
Acknowledging the research gaps and inconsistent findings in the mentoring
research, I desired to conduct research to uncover and understand the stories of those who
volunteer their time mentoring at-risk youth. I specifically chose a qualitative study rather
than a quantitative study because a qualitative approach allowed a deep exploration that
had the potential to result in increased understanding of the lived experiences of mentors
who give their time mentoring at-risk youth, with the ultimate hope being to inform Age
to Age and other mentoring programs supporting young people.
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Data Analysis
Data from interviews, observations, and reflective journals were analyzed using
both an inductive process and deductive process as outlined by Creswell and Creswell
(2018) and Lincoln and Guba (1985). Data from the interview verbatim transcript,
observation fieldnotes, and reflective journal prompts were analyzed using the constantcomparative method (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Qualitative data
analysis software (NVivo) was used to assist with organization of the data. Codes were
analyzed to determine commonalities, which were then used to identify emergent themes
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Data were coded using in-vivo terms when possible
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Ethical Considerations
Participations in the study were assured of confidentiality, and proper procedures
were taken to ensure confidentiality and security of data. Ethical considerations were
informed by an “Ethical Issues Checklist” (Patton, 2015, p. 496). Prior to the beginning
of the study, the researcher explained the purpose of the study and emphasized the right
to terminate involvement and the right to know the results of the study. As advised by the
American Psychological Association, all risks to participants were minimal at most, and
the researcher presented full disclosure of the study and any follow-up. The identities of
all participants were kept anonymous, and written consent forms were obtained from all
participants. Participants were informed of the right to be debriefed and participated in
member checking to assure accuracy of data collection (Patton, 2015).
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Summary
This chapter outlined the research methods used to answer the seven guiding
questions of this qualitative study, which explored the perceptions, experiences, and
meaning- making of volunteer mentors working with at-risk youth. The chapter described
the methodology including the instruments used to conduct the research as well as a
description of the Age to Age Mentoring Program which served as the setting of the
study. The chapter described the data collection process, utilizing a qualitative
investigational approach. The chapter included observation and interview protocol as
well as provided an explanation of the use of reflective journals. The chapter also
contained a reflexivity section, an explanation of the data analysis process and assurance
of trustworthiness and ethical considerations that guided the paper.
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Chapter IV: Results
The purpose of this phenomenological, descriptive study was to investigate and
interpret the perceptions, experiences, and meaning-making of college students who
volunteer to mentor at-risk youth in a formal site-based mentoring program. The data for
this research were collected from open-ended interview questions, written reflections
from participants, and limited program training materials (Appendices C-F).Findings
were analyzed using member checking and the constant comparative method to code and
identify patterns and themes (Patton, 2015). The research questions were informed by
Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and were designed to provide insight
into mentor motivations to begin and continue mentoring, perceptions of benefits and
challenges of mentoring, means of overcoming challenges and staying in the relationship,
Age to Age program components, and the overall meanings [or meaning-making] derived
from mentoring at-risk youth.
The seven research questions that guided this study included:
1. What motivates college students to volunteer their time mentoring at-risk
youth?
2. What motivates college students to continue in the mentoring relationship?
3. How do mentors perceive their roles as mentors?
4. What are both the benefits and challenges of mentoring?
5. How do mentors overcome the challenges of mentoring?
6. What meaning do mentors assign to mentoring and the relationship?
7.

How do mentors experience program components and processes within the
mentoring program?
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Sample
Eleven participants ranging in ages from 20 to 23 were selected for this study
using purposeful, random sampling (Patton, 2015). Table 2 summarizes the demographic
information of the research participants. Participants in the study were traditional college
undergraduates and were required to have a minimum of two years’ experience as a
mentor in the Age to Age program. Most of the participants (7/11) had three years’
experience; one had been a mentor for four years, while three of the 11 had two years’
experience. Almost half of the participants (5/11) were Education majors, while the other
majors included Communications (1/11); Rehabilitation Science (2/11); Emergency
Management (1/11); Graphic Design (1/11); and Hospitality Administration (1/11).
All mentor/mentee matches were same gender matches, and most (7/11) of the
mentor/mentee matches represented different ethnicities, with the most common match
being White mentor/Black mentee (7/11). Other ethnicity matches included Black
mentor/Black mentee (1/11), Hispanic mentor/Hispanic mentee (1), White
mentor/Hispanic mentee (1); and White mentor/White mentee (1).
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Table 2
Mentor and mentee demographics
Participant
(Mentor)

Gender Ethnicity Major

1

F

White

Elementary
Education

2

M

White

3

M

4

Number
of years
as
mentor
3

Ethnicity
of
Mentee

Age of
Mentee

Gender
of
Mentee

Black

10

F

Communications 3

Black

12

M

White

Social Studies
Education

2

Black

15

M

M

Black

Rehabilitation
Science

3

Black

11

M

5

M

White

Graphic Design

3

White

15

M

6

F

White

Elementary
Education

4

Black

14

F

7

F

Hispanic

Middle Level
Education

3

Hispanic

14

F

8

F

White

Rehabilitation
Science

2

Black

16

F

9

F

White

Hospitality
Administration

2

Hispanic

12

F

10

M

White

Emergency
Management

3

Black

16

M

11

F

White

Elementary
Education

3

Black

10

F

Findings
Findings for this study were organized by themes within each of the seven
research questions outlined at the beginning of this chapter, as well as written reflections
from prompts related to perceived meaningful experiences. The research questions and
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interview questions were informed by Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017)
and were designed to provide insight into mentor motivations to begin and continue
mentoring, perceptions of benefits and challenges, relationship bonds, Age to Age
program components, and the overall meanings [or meaning-making] derived from
mentoring at-risk youth. The two reflective prompts were designed to elicit more in-depth
explanations/reflections regarding perceptions and meaning-making within the mentoring
relationship. Participants were encouraged to be authentic and write freely without
concerns about essay structure. The prompts were: (1) Something that was enlightening
and meaningful in the interaction with my mentee today was…; (2) Something that was
confusing or troubling in the interaction with my mentee today was…; (3) If I could have
a do-over of the time with my mentee today, I would… Table 2 shows the reflection
topics each mentor chose. Data from the reflections were coded along with data from the
interviews and were important in answering RQ 4: What are both the benefits and
challenges of mentoring? And RQ 6: What meaning do mentors assign to the mentoring
experience and relationship?
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Table 3
Research Questions and Corresponding Themes
Research Question

Themes

1. What motivates college students to
volunteer their time mentoring atrisk youth?

Desire to give back/make a
difference
Spiritual reasons
Realization of hardships and needs
of others

2. What motivates college students to
continue in the mentoring
relationship?

Love, sense of purpose, and
perceived rewards

3. How do mentors perceive their
roles as mentors?

Role model, listening support,
guide, or friend

4. What are both the benefits and
challenges of mentoring?

Benefits:
Personal development
Career-related benefits

Not wanting to give up on or fail
the mentees

Challenges:
Lack of trust, and the time it takes
to gain trust
Dealing with bad behaviors
Magnitude/severity of problems
mentees face
Balancing school and work/time
constraints
5. How do mentors overcome the
challenges of mentoring?

Remaining calm and patient
Having realistic expectations and
empathy
Belief in the importance of
mentoring
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6. What meaning do mentors assign
to mentoring and relationship?

Meaning and relationship growth
found in simple things
Overcoming challenges increases
relationship bond
Meaning found in life lessons
taught
Personal growth, new
perspectives, and empathy

7. How do mentors experience
program components and processes w
the mentoring program?

Age to Age not religious
Tutor Time as both helpful and
needing improvement
Mentor/mentee match as “good”
Anecdotal stories as helpful in
training
More training needed on behavior

Written Reflections
Each participant (n=11) was asked to write two reflections regarding (a) a
meaningful or enlightening transaction with his/her mentee; (b) a troubling or frustrating
transaction; or (c) something they would do over if they could. The reflective prompts
were designed to elicit more in-depth explanations/reflections regarding perceptions and
meaning-making within the mentoring relationship. Participants were encouraged to be
authentic and write freely without concerns for essay structure.
Table 4 shows the reflection topics each mentor chose. Data from the written
reflections were coded along with data from the interviews and were instrumental in
answering RQ 4: “What are both the benefits and challenges of mentoring?” and RQ 6:
“What meaning do mentors assign to the mentoring experience and relationship?”
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Findings from the written reflections are described in sections below related to RQ4 and
RQ6.
Table 4
Topics Chosen for Written Reflections
Participant

Reflective Prompt Choice 1

Reflective Prompt Choice 2

Participant 1

Meaningful Experience Christmas
Shopping

Troubling Experience in the
Age to Age Van

Participant 2

If I Could Have a Do-Over with
my Mentee

Meaningful Experience During
an Outing at Wal-Mart

Participant 3

Reflection on Troubling Mentee
Behavior at Age to Age

Reflection on a Meaningful
Experience at the Sleepover

Participant 4

Reflection on Tutoring Time—
Troubling Because of Lack of
Reading Skills

A Meaningful, Spiritual
Conversation at Summer Camp

Participant 5

A Meaningful Experience on a
Trip to Memphis

Something Troubling During
Tutoring

Participant 6

Meaning Found in a Simple,
Handwritten Christmas Card

Desire to Have a Do-Over
Because of a Negative Day

Participant 7

Meaningful Experience during a
Career Activity at Age to Age

Confusing but Meaningful
Experience During Christmas
Shopping

Participant 8

Meaningful Conversation about
Life during a Visit to Mentee’s
Home

Frustrating but Rewarding
Conversation at Age to Age

Participant 9

Meaning Found in a Simple,
Heartfelt Card

Frustrating Experience of
Feeling Rejected by Mentee

Participant 10

Enlightening Conversation about
Rap Music

Confusion Regarding Mentee’s
Negative Behavior and SelfImage
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Participant 11

Meaning Found in a Hug at Age
to Age Skate Night

A Troubling Experience of
Mentee Negative Behavior
during Christmas Shopping

RQ 1: Motivations to Begin
The first research question in this study involved motivation to begin mentoring:
“What motivates college students to volunteer their time mentoring at-risk youth?”
Findings from this research question came exclusively from the interviews. Interview
questions informing RQ1 were, “What appealed to you about becoming a mentor?” and
“What do you consider to be your primary motivation for being a mentor?” Analysis
revealed three common themes for motivations to begin mentoring: (a) desire to give
back/make a difference; (b) spiritual reasons; and (c) the realization of hardships and
needs of others.
Desire to give back/make a difference. The majority (8/11) of the participants in
this study specifically indicated they were motivated to be a mentor by a desire to give
back or make a difference in someone’s life. For example, Participant 4 said,
I wanted to help kids [mentees] see and find a better life for themselves. Years
from now when I am old…I want to look back on what I gave back and what I did
in this life. I want to know I made some difference.
Participant 10 said,
I really didn’t want these kids to turn out the way they think they are going to turn
out. I want them to have more. I wanted to help them see a different way and set
goals bigger than getting a Dodge Charger, you know?
Similarly, Participant 4 discussed the importance of giving back:
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I didn’t grow up with a dad, didn’t have a good father figure. So that pushes me
now to want to instill those fatherly roles into younger males—especially African
American males. I realize how much my mom and grandma did for me. And, I
would also like to help reduce the negative stereotypes of black males.
Spiritual motivations to mentor. Spiritual reasons were another finding related
to the motivation to begin mentoring. Almost half (5/11) of the participants cited spiritual
reasons for volunteering their time to mentor, including the desire for “a disciple
relationship,” a feeling of “being called by God” (expressed by two of the participants), a
desire to be a minister in the future, a belief that mentoring is a type of ministry, and a
belief that “the Lord was going to use it [mentoring] for good.”
Participant 3 elaborated,
Well, in the Bible it talks about mentoring and being a mentor to others. And I
feel like Age to Age is a great way for me to do that. And it’s a great way to serve
and be part of God’s kingdom because He [God] wants us to do that.
Realization of the hardships and needs of others. The final finding related to
why individuals begin mentoring was a realization of the hardships and needs of others.
Over half (6/11) of the mentors cited their realization of the hardships and needs of others
as a primary motivation for volunteering their time. In vivo terms included, “need for
someone to listen,” “make a difference,” and “be consistent.” For example, Participant
11 said,
I think I just wanted to make a difference. Because, how I was raised is way
different from how most of these kids are being raised, and I can see that. So,
even though I didn't grow up with a bunch of hardships, it's noticeable in the kids'
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lives in how they act, and when you drop them off and pick them up places. So, I
just want it to make a difference even if it is a really small difference.
Participant 1 also expressed her realization of the hardships mentees have as a primary
motivation to be a mentor. She said,
I just feel like I was very privileged, so when given the opportunity, I wanted to
give back. They [mentees] need someone to listen and be consistent. I just like
helping others, and so being able to help [my mentee] if she has anything she
wants to talk about with me, whether it's homework, or if she wanted to talk to me
about her family or her friends at school, or anything. And so just being able to be
her sounding board to talk to.
Participant 2 also expressed the realization of hardships and needs as a motivation. He
said,
…a kid that is underprivileged, they just need someone. They just need somebody
to be there for them. I knew it [mentoring] was going to have challenges. I knew it
was going to be more good things then bad, and uh, I just thought to myself like, I
need to take this opportunity because these kids need somebody.
While the most common motivation to mentor was found to be a desire to give
back or make a difference, mentors also chose to begin mentoring for spiritual reasons or
a “calling.” Having a realization of the needs and hardships was also found to be a
motivator for volunteering to mentor at-risk youth.
RQ 2: Motivations to Continue
While research question number one explored motivations to begin mentoring,
research question number two explored the reasons mentors continue. Research question
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two was, “What motivates college students to continue in the mentoring relationship?”
Data that most informed the findings from this research question were from the
interviews. The interview questions related to this research question were: “Do you ever
find it difficult to stay in the mentoring relationship?” “What, if any, are some things that
made you want to leave?” “What makes you stay?” While four participants discussed
having no temptation to leave, others (n=6) discussed reasons for being tempted to quit,
including pressures of college and time constraints, bad behavior of the mentees, and
seeing little or no immediate improvements in the behavior of the mentees or in the
relationship. Findings regarding motivations to stay included love, having a sense of
purpose, and the perceived rewards associated with mentoring.
No temptation to leave. While most of the mentors (6/11) said they had been
tempted to leave, four of the participants explained that they had never been “really”
tempted to leave. Participant 3 said,
[I’ve] never really thought about quitting or not being a mentor anymore. I have
had those days where it's like, uh, I really don't want to get up and go to Age to
Age. But I mean, I've done that with classes and stuff too, but it's not because I
don't like being here. It's just cause sometimes I'm lazy and I want to take a nap.
Participant 7 said she was never tempted to quit because she “always put Age to Age
above other things,” and Participant 10 said the he had not been tempted to quit because
“If I stopped being a mentor, I would just feel like I wasn’t doing anything.”
Participant 4 said that while he had not been tempted to leave, he “finds it hard to stay
positive.” In his interview, he said,
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So sometimes I would just get down because it will seem like there’s no hope for
some kids in the program. It’s like they’re missing something, and we don’t have
the tools for them, and it makes me sad.
Reasons for being tempted to leave. While some participants reported not being
tempted to leave, most (6/11) said they found mentoring at-risk youth to be frustrating
and gave common reasons for temptations to leave including (a) pressures of college and
the time commitment required in the mentoring program; and (b) the bad
behavior/attitude of the mentees combined with the feelings of little or no immediate
improvement seen in the mentees.
Pressures of college and time commitment. The pressures of college and the time
commitment of mentoring were found to be a temptation to quit mentoring. Participants
1, 9, and 6 specifically spoke about the pressures of college and the time it takes to stay in
the mentoring relationship. Participant 1 explained,
So, my major’s really hard this semester. And I’ve been struggling studying, and a
lot of hard tests are on Tuesdays, so sometimes, when I’m there [at Age to Age]
on Mondays, I feel like I’m not doing what I should be doing. Sometimes it’s
been really difficult. Because I was struggling with some of my tests, and I was
like, well, I should be studying right now.
Similarly, Participant 9 said, “There are times I wish I didn’t have to go because I have so
much homework that I could be doing, and the take-home process [taking mentees home]
is so very long.”
Bad behavior and seeing little or no immediate improvement. Another
temptation to quit mentoring was because of the reported bad behavior of mentees and
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the mentors seeing little or no immediate improvement. Four participants spoke about
mentee bad behavior and how seeing little or no immediate improvement resulted in
temptation to leave. For example, in his interview, Participant 2 said,
And so I have found it [staying] difficult, because in earlier times, he was just
really disobedient and just would openly be like, ‘I don't want to be here. I want
to go home.’ And so sometimes I would me feel like I wasn't doing anything. And
whenever he would try to run away from the actual building [Wesley], it would
just make me feel like, am I even doing anything?
Participant 5 also discussed the bad behavior of mentees as cause for being tempted to
leave. He said,
We were in Memphis. Yeah, crazy, crazy. I was driving through downtown
Memphis and [my mentee] was in the car, but some of the other mentees got in a
fight. I couldn’t stop because I was in the middle of traffic. It was really stressful,
and when we got out of the car, they kept fighting. It was terrible.
Similarly, Participant 8 said,
100% it’s difficult, more times than others. It [mentoring] gets discouraging when
you just feel like your relationship is not growing, or you just have to keep
rebuilding that trust every week, and you feel like you’re at a standstill… I get
how that can make somebody want to quit.
Finally, Participant 11, in her interview said,
Whenever I first got here [in the mentoring program], she [my mentee] still had
another mentor who didn't graduate until December. So, she [my mentee] was
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rude and didn't want anything to do with me for the first four months that I was
here, which, made me not want to come back. But, I still stayed.
Reasons to stay. When asked why they stayed in the mentoring relationship
despite the reported challenges and temptations to leave, participants said they stayed
either because of (a) love, a sense of purpose, and/or rewards gleaned from mentoring; or
because (b) they [mentors] did not want to give up on or fail the mentees.
Stay because of love, sense of purpose, and perceived rewards. Many of the
mentors (n=5) stated their motivation to continue in the mentoring relationship included
love, having a sense of purpose and a belief in mentoring as rewarding. Participant 1, for
example said, “I stay because of how it’s [mentoring] rewarding, how they [mentees]
make you feel. It makes you feel like you’re actually doing something; like you have a
real purpose.” Participant 2 said,
I stay because I knew it [mentoring] was going to be difficult, but I [also] knew
there was going to be growth. What makes me stay is seeing the growth that he
[my mentee] has and also seeing the growth in myself.
Participant 5 said, “I guess it [the reason for staying] is just that relationship and the
gratitude [my mentee] shows.” Participant 9 said, “I stay because I love [my mentee],
while Participant 10 said, “I think if I stopped being a mentor, I would just feel like I
wasn’t doing anything.”
“Not wanting to fail them” as a motivation to stay. The other common reason
mentors (Participants 4, 6, 8, 11) gave for continuing in the mentoring relationship
included not wanting to give up on or fail their mentees. This finding was informed by

70

the interviews. Participant 4 explained that he didn’t want to “give up” on his mentee
because others had not “given up” on him.
Participant 6 also said she didn’t want to give up on her mentee:
I didn't want to give up on her [my mentee] because she's been in the program,
she's only had two mentors, so she's not necessarily had a mentor quit really on
her. I think she had the last one for two years and then she graduated. I didn't want
to quit because I didn't want to be inconsistent I guess or just leave her because
she's got three other siblings in the program.
Participant 8 said that she stayed because “[my mentee] gets excited that I am there and
shows interest. For me, it makes me want to stay… having somebody depend on me and
me not waiting to fail them.”
Finally, Participant 11 said,
I think [I stay] just because in the training they told us that they [mentees] have
trust issues just because of things that they've dealt with in their life or they may
have split families, so they may not see people that care about them very often.
They [mentees] might not trust you until they realize that you're actually there to
stay. And, I've seen mentors leave, and I've seen how that hurts the kids. So, I
didn't want her [my mentee’] to be hurt like the kids whose mentors quit. I see
that mentoring is important to them.
RQ 3: Perception of Role of Mentor
The third research question for this study, informed by the interviews, was
designed to explore the way mentors perceive or define the role of mentor. Research
question three was, “How do mentors perceive their roles as mentors?” Interview
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questions related to this research question included (a) “How do you define mentor?” and
(b) “What are some things mentors do and do not do?” All 11 participants perceived the
role of a mentor as a role model, listening support/friend, and/or guide. As part of the
perceived roles of a mentor, participants also reported common dos and don’ts associated
with the role.
Mentor as role model, listening support/friend, and/or guide. When asked to
define “mentor,” most (7/11) of the participants used the word “role-model,” while other
descriptors included listening support/friend, and guide. Participant 5 said, “I think for me a
mentor is a role model, someone to look up to maybe even follow in their footsteps, the
way they’re living their life, but I don’t think they make decisions for them.” Participant 7
also defined a mentor as a role-model. She said,
A mentor is like a role model to the students. Someone who they [mentees] look
up to. Mentors show how they’ve handled or experienced life. So, as a mentor I
can tell my mentee how I handled things—or just like basically be a role-model to
them.
Participant 2 said, “We are role-models, but maybe practical role-models—not like
superstars.” Participant 11 also said, “a mentor is just about being someone a mentee can
look up to…”
Participant 8 defined a mentor as a friend. She said,
I would say a mentor is someone that you see as a friend, but also someone that
can be stern with you when you need it and be honest with you when you need to
hear it. A mentor is dedicated and dependable…
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Common dos and don’ts associated with role of mentor. Along with being
asked to define the role of mentor, research participants were asked to report dos and
don’ts associated with mentoring. The most common “dos’ among mentors included (a)
actively listening and “being real”; and (b) helping mentees find their way and make
good decisions. The most commonly reported don’ts were related to not making
decisions for mentees or not being too aggressive or prescriptive.
About the “dos” associated with mentoring, Participant 2 said,
We have to listen to kids. Mentors should be a friend who listens to what they
[mentees] are going through because these kids go through a lot of stuff—even
though they might not want to talk about it. Mentors should stay open-minded and
listen.
Similarly, Participant 6 said, “Being present is a big thing and actually listening to
them…no matter what the topic is.” Participant 5 expressed the common sentiment that
mentors should be a guide but not be overly prescriptive:
I think a mentor is just a role model, someone to look up to maybe either follow in
their footsteps the way that they're living their life or like that, but I don't think
they should make decisions for them. Mentors help them [mentees] create their
own thoughts. It’s important also to be real, whether the kid wants to hear it or
not.
Similarly, Participant 1, speaking of “don’ts,” said, “You can't really make their decisions
for them. You can give them your advice.” Participant 2 said,
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They [mentors] shouldn't be openly angry and like mad at the kid, um, verb, like
verbally or physically. They should never openly show anger or aggression to
them. Um, they shouldn't, they shouldn't yell at them, but they should be calm.
RQ 4: Benefits and Challenges of Mentoring
The fourth research question for this study, “What are both the benefits and
challenges of mentoring?” was informed by Self-Determination Theory, which considers
how varying contexts and conditions impact motivation which in turn impacts selfregulation, satisfaction, and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Both the interview
questions and written reflections helped inform findings for RQ 4. Interview questions
included (a) “How do you benefit from being a mentor?” (b)” How, if applicable, has
mentoring helped you personally and/or professionally?” (c) “What is your most
challenging experience since becoming a mentor?” (d)” How does your mentee benefit
from having you as a mentor?” The reflective prompt that informed findings for RQ 4
was, “A challenging experience I had with my mentee was…”
Benefits of mentoring. Themes related to benefits were informed by the
aforementioned interview questions and fit into three categories: (a) personal
development in improved actions and emotional and/or spiritual growth; and (b) careerrelated benefits.
Personal development. The most expressed benefit of mentoring was personal
development evidenced by improved actions and emotional and/or spiritual growth. For
example, Participant 5 said,
I honestly think I benefit the most. It [mentoring] makes me think about what I am
doing and how I am acting. I ask myself, Would I want [my mentee] to see how
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I’m acting? Yeah, it [mentoring] makes me think about my actions more. My
mom has also noticed the difference in me.
Participant 8 also said,
I feel like being a mentor, as cliché as it sounds, makes me want to be a better
person. I want to be the best version of myself I can be so [my mentee] can take
anything from my experiences and help her in making decisions.
Participant 1 expressed personal development through spiritual growth. She said, “[My
mentee] has helped me with my faith some. She has talked to me about her faith and
opened me up to talk about mine.” Participant 4 said, “I am definitely more patient
because it [mentoring] is hard.”
Participant 2 elaborated also expressed personal growth as a perceived benefit. He said,
I have grown in gratefulness because it's just crazy hearing some of the stories
from these kids. I don't know, what I would do if I had to go through anything
close to what some of these kids have had to go and are going through. I didn't
have to worry about like finances. Both of my parents were there for me. And, I
had other family that was there to care for me. I have grown in compassion—so
much compassion.
Participant 7 said that one benefit of mentoring was that it caused her to reflect more on
her actions. She said,
…we're college kids. We go out to parties and stuff, and these kids are wanting to

go out to parties too. I feel like that doesn't really reflect well. So that's why it's
always like we should keep in mind that these kids are looking up to you. If they

75

see you doing this then they're going to be like, Okay, so maybe it's okay for me
to do this, too.
Participant 9 also noted personal development through self-awareness as a benefit of
mentoring. She said,
I think I realized how very privileged I am, especially like during take-home and
pick-up. Then, you see where all the kids live. Like on these dirt roads, you see
trailers that are falling apart and not close to anything. I’ve learned that the kids
have to be bused from a whole other city to Russellville and it's like an hour drive
to school. And, they [mentees] still have so much joy and positivity.
Participant 10 also expressed personal development as a benefit of mentoring. He said,
I have to be better than myself for [my mentee]. He makes me think about my
actions-- Or just think about the best way to respond in the situation. I am also
more considerate of others because that was never really something I was—
considerate of others. I see that now.
Career-related benefits. Six of the participants said they believed mentoring
provided career-related benefits for their future careers, but only four elaborated.
Participant 1 said,
So, my career goal is to be a pediatric nurse practitioner. So I will be around
children all the time, and you have to focus on sympathy and empathy. I feel like
being a mentor has helped me gain those characteristics.
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Participant 3 said,
I have gained experience on how to deal with kids. I want to be a teacher, and I
think that’s valuable. Before I was in Age to Age, I didn’t know how to deal with
that [acting out behavior] at all. I know a lot about that now.
Participant 6 said, “I want to be a teacher. [My mentee] has taught me more than I’ve
taught her. Because of her, I believe that consistency does pay off.”
Participant 11 also expressed career-related benefits. She said,
I think I am more prepared to be a teacher just because I see the underprivileged
side of the classroom more. So whenever I’m observing and stuff, I can pick out
kids that might have similar struggles.
Challenges of mentoring. In addition to examining the perceived benefits of
mentoring, this research study also examined the perceived challenges. Findings were
informed by both the interviews and written reflections. The most commonly expressed
challenges associated with mentoring included (a) lack of trust and the time it takes to
gain trust; (b) dealing with bad behavior/attitudes and stress from the magnitude of
difficulties many mentees have; and (c) stress because of work and school load and time
constraints. Each of these common challenges are discussed below.
Lack of trust and the time it takes to gain trust. Many of the participants (n=6)
either wrote about or talked about the lack of trust and time it takes to gain trust as a
challenge of mentoring. In vivo terms included uncertainty, no trust, confusing, takes
time, frustrating, and struggle. For example, Participant 10 said,
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He’s [my mentee] a goofball, and he never wants to take anything seriously…it’s
a challenge because it’s hard to have any heart-to-heart moments. I think he
struggles with opening up and being real and vulnerable.
Participant 8 also expressed the challenge of building trust. She said,
Trust is a big thing. You can’t expect to see somebody once a week and
automatically just be their best friend. This is not how it works, and trust is
something that must be earned. So every week, I’m just trying to pour into her
and keep building that trust.
Six of the 22 (27%) written reflections expressed concerns over the lack of trust
mentees have and the challenges associated with building trusting, authentic
relationships. For example, Participant 6 wrote about how she [the mentor] felt when the
mentee “shuts her out,” and Participant 11 wrote about a troubling interaction when her
mentee “was not talkative towards me and [acted like] she did not want to be around me.”
Participant 8 also wrote about this, noting,
She just gave me short answers and refused to elaborate on anything. This was
confusing because the week before we had a lot of fun and bonded. That night
though it seemed almost like she was mad at me. Because the week before had
been so good, I felt like we took a step back in our friendship which was
frustrating and discouraging. There is frustration that comes along with trying to
build and maintain trust with your mentee after only seeing them once a week.
Similarly, Participant 9 wrote,
Something that was confusing…with my mentee today was when I told her all the
fun things I had planned to do with her, and she acted like she didn’t care. She
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then proceeded to tell me that she did not want to come next week and do all that
stuff with me. I told her it made me sad that she didn’t want to hang out, and she
told me ‘Well, that’s tough.’
Bad behavior/attitudes and stress from the magnitude of mentees’ difficulties.
Negative or acting-out behaviors and/or the stress resulting from the magnitude of
mentees’ difficulties was also expressed by many participants as a challenge. Both
interviews and especially written reflections informed this finding. For example, in his
interview, Participant 2 said
Toward the beginning of my time with him, he would just be really disobedient
and not want to participate, wouldn’t listen. And even times last year, he would
get into trouble with other kids, literally run away, just leave. Times I had to
restrain him were really challenging. He’d yell, scream, and run away and hide. I
didn’t expect that.
Eight of the 22 (36%) written reflections were related to the perceived challenges
resulting from the behavior and/or attitudes of the mentees. Participant 6 wrote,
I am often confused by my mentee’s thoughts on self-image… He believes that
your image or reputation is important, but he does things that get him labeled a
“bad kid.” Like fighting at school or cussing out a teacher… He’s ruining his own
opportunities to be successful in the future in order to appear cool now, and this is
troubling to me.
In his interview, Participant 5 said:
So sometimes I would just get down because it will seem like there's like no hope
for some kids in the program. It's like they're missing something, and we don't
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have the tools for them, and it makes me sad because I don't ever want to feel like
I don't have an option for any kid.
Similarly, Participant 9 said
I have learned some of the kids who are on antidepressants cause all these things
that have happened to them. Like one kid opened the door and found his mom
dead cause his dad killed her. I just think of stuff like that. Or like your parents
not speaking English so you speak Spanish at home and then you have to speak
English and just all the stories like learning how much I have and how little they
do. But how, um, I don't know how they have such a positive outlook on life after
dealing with that kind of stuff.
Stress because of work and school load and time constraints. Another finding,
informed by the interviews and reflections, was the perceived challenge of stress and time
constraints caused by school and work loads. When reflecting on the challenges of being
a mentor, four participants discussed the challenges of time constraints and balancing
school and work. Participant 7 quit her job in order to stay in the mentoring program.
Participant 7 said she “realized how important it [mentoring] was, so my parents allowed
me to quit my job.” Participant 1 also spoke about “the very stressful semester” she has
had trying to balance work, classes, leadership in a sorority, and continuing to mentor.
Similarly, in one of her written reflections, Participant 6 cited challenges with work and
time:
It [the challenge] was just the fact that I had to tell her I was going to be late every
week next semester because I start my [teaching] internship. Her [mentee’s]
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whole demeanor changed. …her head dropped, and I could tell. That broke my
heart.
Participant 8 also spoke and wrote about the challenge of finding enough time to spend
with her mentor, and she elaborated on the how hard it is on the mentees if mentors have
to quit because of issues with school and work balance. She said,
They [mentees] are disappointed [when mentors quit], to say the least. [The
mentees] take it personally, which I didn’t fully understand until I heard them
having a conversation about how they blocked [on social media] all the mentors
that quit. It surprised me, but it makes sense because they [mentees] really don’t
know how busy you are in college. It’s really difficult balancing your studies,
taking care of yourself, and also making those friendships.
RQ 5: Overcoming Challenges of Mentoring
The fifth research question, “How do mentors overcoming the challenges of
mentoring?” was informed by data from the interviews. All 11 participants have
remained in the mentoring relationship for a minimum of two years, and most (9/11)
expressed challenges associated with mentoring. Interview questions relating to RQ 5
included (a) “When you are faced with challenges in the mentoring relationship, what do
you do to overcome the challenges?” (b) “What part(s) of your personality/disposition
help you navigate through the challenges?” Two participants (1 and 7) expressed little or
no perceived challenge associated with mentoring. Common ways the other mentors
navigated through the challenges included (a) remaining calm and patient/not dwelling on
the negative; (b) having realistic expectations and empathy; (c) having a belief in how
much mentoring meant to mentee.
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Remaining calm and patient/ “not dwelling on the negative.” Three
participants (2, 9, 10) said they overcome the challenges by staying calm and “not
dwelling on the negative.” Participant 2 said, “What I do is I just don't overreact because
if I overreact…if I yell at him or like get upset or mad, then it's just gonna make it
worse…” Similarly, Participant 10 said, “You just get over it [the challenges]. Forget
about it. There's no reason dwelling on it, it's in the past. Might as well try to move on to
better things and have a positive outlook about things.”
Realistic expectations and empathy. Another common theme found in
overcoming challenges was having realistic expectations and empathy. Four participants
(3, 4, 5, 11) credited realistic expectations and understanding as tools to overcome the
challenges of mentoring. Participant 4, for example, said, “Having [prior] knowledge that
it [mentoring] is a hard thing to do helps. Working with children and trying to change
something they’ve grown accustomed to is hard.” Similarly, Participant 11 said that
because of mentoring training, she knew what she was “getting into” and realized the
backgrounds the kids come from and that “they [the mentees] are not just these perfect
children with perfect lives coming in.” Participant 5 also said he overcomes by trying to
remember what they [mentees] have to deal with at home. He said, “I remember their
issues they deal with, and I try to be more patient and calmer than usual.”
Belief in the importance of mentoring to the mentee. The final theme regarding
overcoming the challenges of mentoring at-risk youth was maintaining a belief that
mentoring is important to the mentee. Participants 5, 6, and 8 cited the belief in the
importance of mentoring as the most helpful tool to overcome the challenges. Participant
5 said helping his mentee whose problems are “so much bigger” than his own gets him
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through the challenges. Participant 6 expressed a belief that her mentee “needs her” and
emphasized the importance of “perspective” and “consistency.” Participant 8 explained
how other mentors who are “committed” help other mentors get through the challenges.
Participant 8 spoke further about the importance of continuing in the mentoring
relationship:
They [mentees she overheard talking] were upset for sure that people [mentors]
quit…Each week they try to pretend it doesn’t matter and be like, Oh, this is
stupid; I don’t want to be here. But, in moments like that [the conversation she
overheard], I really see that our presence really does matter and that we are
making an impact on them whether they want to admit it or not; otherwise, they
wouldn’t get so mad when mentors quit.
RQ 6: Meaning Assigned to Mentoring and Relationship
Research question six was, “What meaning do mentors assign to mentoring and
the relationship?” Both the interview questions and the written journal entries informed
the findings for RQ 6. The interview questions that informed the findings for this
research question included (a) “How would you describe your relationship (including
quality and depth) with your mentee?” (b) “If your relationship were to end suddenly,
what would you miss the most?” (c) “When you recall your time as a mentor, what
positive, meaningful experiences stand out in your mind?” (d) “Do you believe you will
have a lasting impact on your mentee?” “What will that impact be?” In addition to the
interview questions, the written reflections about “enlightening or meaningful
interactions” was helpful in determining themes for RQ 6. Common themes emerging
from the interview questions and the written reflections included (a) meaning and
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relationship growth found in simple things and gestures; (b) overcoming challenges
strengthens the relationship bond and the commitment to mentoring; (c) meaning found
in life lessons taught; and (d) mentoring as a means of contributing to personal growth
and new perspectives.
Meaning and relationship growth found in “simple” things and gestures.
Participants commonly expressed meaning found in simple things, such as cards, and
gestures, such as a hug, smile, or, trip to Wal-Mart. Most (8/11) used the term “simple”
when describing their relationship, events, and conversations. When participants were
asked “If your relationship were to end, what would you miss the most,” many (8/11)
said they would miss the mentee’s smile (i.e., “the way she makes me smile”), laughter,
and sense of humor. Participant 9 said, “Oh, I would just miss [my mentee]. Everything.
Her eyes, her smile. Her positivity even though sometimes things go wrong.” Participant
5 said, “Just his goofiness. Oh, my goodness. He's the funniest person I think I know,
despite his many challenges.” Participant 4 also expressed the importance of his mentee’s
smile: “Probably miss the smiles that he just shows. Just miss the little things when he
talks about me or what not. Because I feel like that's the way he shows his love.”
Participant 8, in her written reflection, explained how taking lunch to her
mentee’s house turned into the beginning of a “stronger bond of trust.” She wrote,
I ran by Taco John’s after class and got her [my mentee’s] lunch and drove to her
house. When I got there, [my mentee] greeted me at the door and hugged me.
While she ate, we listened to some of her favorite music and made fun of some
ridiculous music videos. She also asked about my day, and I told her that I would
be going to work soon. She asked what I did, so I told her about my job. This

84

eventually led to a conversation about me working all through college because I
couldn’t afford not to, and we learned that we were actually very similar…
Because of that simple conversation, I felt she was beginning to trust me more.
That experience…was instrumental in forming a stronger bond between [my
mentee] and me.
Participant 11 wrote a reflection on the meaning in a hug. She wrote,
Something that was enlightening and meaningful…was the way she ran up and
hugged me…Up until this time, my mentee had not expressed that type of
emotion towards me. I knew that seeing her would make me happy, but I did not
know that her seeing me would make her feel the same way.
Participant 2 also wrote a reflection about meaning realized during a trip to Wal-Mart:
We went to Wal-Mart and walked around… We were Christmas shopping for
him. After checking out, we just sat for about thirty minutes and enjoyed each
other’s company. It was very meaningful to me to have that last bit of quality time
with my mentee, and it was amazing to realize that he wasn’t just a kid I
mentored; he is my friend.
Participant 9, in the interview, expressed reluctance to mentor calling her decision “iffy,”
as she tearfully discussed relationship growth and meaning found in a “simple card” from
her mentee. During the interview, she read the card. It said:
You're a great mentor. I am so glad I met you. You're a sweet, funny, crazy,
amazing person every day, AKA Monday. I'm excited to see you because you
make my day way better and fun. You always put a smile on my face. I'm very,
very glad you are in my life…
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Participant 9 also wrote in her first journal entry about the meaning found in a “simple
card:”
Something that was meaningful and enlightening…with my mentee today was a
simple card. This was our last day of Age to Age, and all the mentors wrote cards
for their mentees. My sweet mentee didn’t know that we had done this, but she
still spent a great amount of time working on a card for me. In the card she told
me how much I meant to her, and that I was making an impact on her life. That
was very meaningful to me.
Overcoming challenges strengthens relationship bonds. Most of the
participants spoke and/or wrote about how the challenges, including initially being
rejected by the mentee, resulted in stronger relationship bonds. For example, Participant 1
explained that her mentee pushed her “to the sidelines,” and was hesitant toward her
because her former mentor had left. Participant 1 further said, “It started out kind of
rough, but now she is attached to my hip…and does not leave my side.” Participant 9 also
spoke about overcoming challenges that strengthened the relationship. She said, “At first,
our relationship was not really there. She didn’t trust me… they [mentees] all put up a
block until you stay long enough. Then, their walls come down a little bit more each time
we were there.”
Participant 8 spoke about the challenges associated with finding quality time to
spend together and the need for consistency and trust in the relationship. She said,
When [mentors] don’t come [to Age to Age] for a week, you can tell that it has an
impact on them [mentees]. You may think that your presence doesn’t do anything,
but it really, really does. …consistency is a really big thing because they don’t
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need somebody else in their life that’s…not going to come through. You
[mentors] have to keep digging to form that bond.
Participant 6 compared the challenges of trust development to the bond in their
relationship:
She [my mentee] was afraid in the beginning because she did not really trust me.
There were some days she wanted to be right next to me and be my best friend
and love me. Then there were other days she didn’t want to be within 15 feet of
me—didn’t want anything to do with me. She’s taught me consistency does pay
off…
Meaning found in mentors’ attempts to teach life lessons. All mentors in this
study also placed importance on their common endeavors to teach and instill life lessons
to the mentees. All research participants either spoke or wrote about the life lessons
they’ve tried to instill in the mentees. Table 4 contains a rendering of the specific life
lessons mentioned.
Table 5
Life Lessons Taught as Reflection of Meaning-Making in Mentoring
Participants

Life Lesson Taught Directly or Indirectly

Participant 1

You don’t have to like someone to treat them nicely; “You don’t
have to be their best friend, but you can stand by them when
they’re having a hard time.”

Participant 2

He’s loved “even when he’s crazy sometimes.”
“Remember the good [experiences] above the bad.”

Participant 3

Just because someone else is doing something [picking on others
on the bus], doesn’t mean you have to participate.
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Participant 4

“I’ve tried to get him to see how much of an impact he has on
others and the problems that happen when you hang with the wrong
crowd.”

Participant 5

“I definitely push him to do as much as possible with the resources
he has available to him.”

Participant 6

Don’t take the easy way out. Things are not just going to be handed
to you.

Participant 7

They [mentees] see that the mentors have to work together and get
along.

Participant 8

The importance of intentionality and commitment—“If you commit
to something, finish it.”

Participant 9

It’s important to stay positive even when things are difficult.

Participant 10

It’s okay to be yourself and “let down the façade.”

Participant 11

“Just because I care about you doesn’t mean I will let you act
crazy.”

These life lessons seemed to be important because they complemented the
perception mentors had of their role of mentor, specifically as role-model and guide. All
11 research participants placed importance on teaching their mentees life-lessons,
including the importance of getting along with others, being authentic, not hanging out
with the wrong crowd, etc.
Mentoring as contributing to personal growth/awareness and/or new
perspectives. Most (8/11) research participants explained how mentoring has
contributed to personal growth, including improved actions, a new awareness, or a
different perspective than they had before mentoring. Both Participant 5 and 6 said, “I
think [my mentee] has taught me more than I've taught [them].” Participant 6 elaborated,
It's really funny when I look back at her. I see so many parts of myself because I
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would do the same things she did to my mom. Some days, I'm like, ‘Mom, I love
you and I want to be right next to you’. Other days I was like, ‘I cannot stand you.
Do not be close to me.’ I'm like looking at her [my mentee] and I'm like, Oh snap.
I said I got to work on myself so you don't turn out like me. I said, you got to be
better than me.
Participant 1 spoke about personal growth her mentee has made in her life: “She
makes me think about how I am applying the things I’ve tried to teach her to my own
life—things like being kind to everyone.” Participant 2, in a written reflection about what
he would do differently if he had a “do-over,” also related personal growth:
If I could have a do-over of the time I’ve had with my mentee, I would try to
foster a more intimate relationship with him…I would be more stern…wouldn’t
be as lenient as much. I would try to talk to him more about his family and help
him when he wanted to fight. I would have handled situations differently…but I
don’t get discouraged by those events because I know that those times are
opportunities for growth in myself and my mentee.
Participant 1 cried when explaining that her mentee helped her through the death
of her aunt. “Our time together and sharing Bible verses with each other made me and her
feel better.”
Participant 7 discussed finding meaning in a newly gained perspective:
She [my mentee] is a kind human being, and I know she will do great… Being her
mentor has…put a perspective on how different everyone’s life can be. I stand by
the belief that everyone is fighting their own battles, and no battle is too big or too
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small. I still want to be in her life and know, years down the line, how she’s come
to be and what things she plans to do in the future.
Participant 10 spoke about “being more considerate of others,” and being able to “think
about the best way to respond to different situations. Similarly, Participant 3 said that he
became more “compassionate” after learning about “where the kids come from” and what
they “deal with.”
Participant 9 also wrote one of the reflective prompts on a conversation that changed his
perspective:
One day I asked my mentee why he liked rap music that was often explicit. He
told me he liked the beat and said he related to the struggles in the music. He also
said he enjoyed the music that was ‘boastful’ because it was hopeful, saying that
he could remove himself from his current situation. That was not the answer I was
expecting. This really presented me with a new perspective of things I had
thought in the past about rap music.
RQ 7: Program Components
Research question seven, “How do mentors experience program components and
processes within the mentoring program?” was informed by the Age to Age training
materials (Appendices C-F) and the following interview questions:(a) “Let’s talk about
components of the Age to Age program (groups, trainings, times, activities, tutoring, etc.)
What components did you find helpful?” (b) “What, if anything, would you like to
change about the program? Why?” (c) “Did you participate in any mentor training(s)?”
(d) “What, if anything, would you change about the trainings?” (e) “If you did not
participate in the training(s), why not?” (f) “From my understanding, some people
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consider Age to Age to be a religious program since it is part of Wesley. How do you feel
about that?” (g) “Talk to me about how you were matched to your mentee. How did that
occur?” (h) “Do you believe you and your mentee are a good match? Why or why not?”
Common themes included (a) Age to Age not being viewed as a religious program
directly; (b) Tutor Time as both a helpful program component and a component needing
improvement; (c) Mentor/mentee match perceived as good match; (d) Anecdotal stories
as helpful component of training; (e) More training needed on dealing with difficult
behaviors.
Age to Age not viewed as religious program directly. Participants reported
viewing Age to Age as a non-religious program; however, religious conversations and
religious activity, such as prayer or sharing scriptures, were not regarded as off-limits.
Interview question four was, “From my understanding, some people consider Age to Age
to be a religious program since it is at Wesley Foundation. How do you feel about that?”
While 11 participants said they do not consider Age to Age to be a religious program;
two participants expressed a desire for the program to be more directly religious. Most of
the participants (9/11) said that while the program is not directly religious, talking about
faith, God, and the Bible were common. For example, Participant 1 said,
I feel like it's [Age to Age] not [religious], but me and [my mentee] talk about our
Bible. She [my mentee] wanted me to write down all of my favorite verses and
give them to her, which that is religious. But it [Age to Age] doesn't have to be
religious. So, it's what you make of it. If you want to share your faith, you can. If
you don't feel comfortable doing that with them [the mentees], or you feel like
you're pushing too far with them, you don't have to.
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Similarly, Participant 2 said,
I don't really think about it honestly that much. Um, cause I mean we know that
we don't openly teach about Jesus to these kids because it's a mentoring program.
Um, and we know that a lot of parents or people would be upset from it because
they just don't believe the same. And so I think they do a really good job. Wesley
does. And Age to Age foundation does a good job, but I feel, um, it honestly
doesn't really matter to me. I just want these kids to have a good time and the
mentor's goal there is to show Christ through our actions and then hopefully the
kid will ask afterwards.
Tutor Time perceived as both helpful and in need of improvement. Tutor
Time, a 25 to 30 minute period each week devoted to helping mentees with academic
deficiencies, was commonly reported as both a helpful program component and as a
program component needing improvement. Table 5 shows the perceived “helpful” Age to
Age program components as well as the components the participants believe should
change. The most mentioned program component was “Tutor Time,” with most (6/11)
citing Tutor Time as a helpful program component, while four participants cited Tutor
Time as a component that needed to be improved.
Table 6
Perceptions of Age to Age Program Components
Participants
Participant 1
Participant 2

Helpful Program Components
Overall programming; careers, healthy
habits, tutoring
Tutor Time—calm; time to slow down
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Program Components that
Need to Change
Need for more training
More opportunities for
“intentional community
service”

Participant 3

iPads for Tutor Time and learning
about mentees’ background

Need higher quality of
food

Participant 4 “Special time” spent during tutoring;
programming on careers

More focus on dealing with
behavior rather than just
“sending them home”

Participant 5 Gives them a place to belong—“like a club
or part of a family”

More training related to
dealing with difficult
behavior including threats
of self-harm

Participant 6 Providing food and helping them with
homework

Too much downtime—
“especially in Younger

Participant 7 Summer camps and tutor time since
“parents may not be able to help”

Need more focused
activities during Tutor
Time--- not just playing on
iPads

Participant 8 Summer camps—“time we really get to
know mentors and the kids better”

Tutor Time is “tricky”sometimes feels like
“wasted time”
Would add more
religion—just as prayer
and a devotional for the
week

Participant 9 Good that they [mentees] have others like
them to hang out with and have fun;
Snack time

“They [mentees] hate
Tutor Time, but iPads have
helped.”

Participant
10

Main programming—the career focus esp
application and interview skills

Replace Tutor Time with
more religious focus

Participant
11

Referrals coming from school personnel is
good

Need more structured
support for mentors
because of difficulty of the
role

Mentor/mentee match perceived as “good match.” Another program
component that was examined was mentor/mentee matching. All participants in this study
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perceived their match to be good. Interview questions included (1) Talk to me about how
you were matched to your mentee; how did that occur?” and (2) “Do you believe you and
your mentee are a good match? Why or why not?” Findings reveal that while only 5/11
participants had knowledge of the match-making process, all 11 believed they were a
“good match.” Table 6 shows the perceptions mentors expressed concerning both method
of match-making and quality of match.
Table 7
Mentors’ Perception on Mentor/Mentee Matching
Participant

Knowledge of How the Match
Occurred?

Good Match? Why or Why Not?

Participant 1

Yes—because of perceived
similarity to previous mentor

Yes—get along well

Participant 2

No

Yes—“We balance each other out.”

Participant 3

Yes—“I asked for him.”

Yes—“We are a great match; we
get each other.”

Participant 4

No idea how it happened

Yes—“We’re both goofy; we love
to dance, listen to the same music,
and love football

Participant 5

Yes—because of input of
previous mentor

Yes—“We enjoy similar hobbies,
and we are both goofy and liking
messing around and joking.”

Participant 6

“I picked her.”

Yes—“We are very different, but
still a good match; we learn from
each other.”

Participant 7

No

Yes—similar cultures; “we can
relate.”

Participant 8

Just luck

Yes—Many similarities including
work ethic
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Participant 9

“She picked me.”

Yes—“We’re opposites, but
opposites attract.”

Participant 10

No

“We are an okay match. Very
different backgrounds but both
light-hearted and like to have fun”

Participant 11

“No idea how”

Yes—but “difficult at first”

Anecdotal stories as helpful component of training. Training for mentors is not
mandatory; however, most (9/11) of the participants attended training. According to
participants in this study, the most common perceived beneficial part of training was
hearing anecdotal stories about the backgrounds and challenges of mentees (5/11).
Participant 2 said,
I found it [training] beneficial when they [trainers] did talk about the different
backgrounds that they [mentees] come from and you're, it's reminding us like
these kids, they are underprivileged. They, they don't have everything that we
have when we were growing up. They need to help and they need someone who is
going to be there for them.
Similarly, Participant 3 said,
All right. I remember my, the very first [training] I went to when I first started
doing Age to Age, we were talking about the kids. I didn't know anything about
Age to Age, but that [training] was where I learned where the kids came from. I
learned the kind of stuff that they deal with at school and at home. And it really
opened my eyes and made me more compassionate towards them. I didn't realize
the backgrounds they came from.
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More training needed on dealing with difficult behaviors. Although discipline
is included in mentor training (Appendices C and D), a common finding among
participants who attended mentor training was the perceived need for more training on
how to deal with difficult behaviors. Table 7 shows the number of participants who
attended training as well as the perceived beneficial parts of training and recommended
changes Analysis of a training PowerPoint from 2018 (Appendix F), revealed a focus
on anecdotal stories/experiences from former and current mentors as well as program
directors, and discipline was a topic of training (Appendices C-F). Among the topics
included in training were (a) methods of assessing reading levels; (b) background and
driving-record checks; (c) rules of picking up and taking home mentees; (d) inspiration
video or talk related to the why of mentoring; (e) suggestions on dealing with bad
attitudes and difficult behavior; (f) a time for questions and answers. Training was
offered once per semester, was limited to approximately 2.5 hours, and was not
mandatory.
Table 8
Mentor Training: Attendance, Beneficial Parts, and Recommended Changes
Participant
Participant 1

Attended
Training
Yes

Beneficial Part(s) of
Training
Perspectives of other
mentors

Recommended Changes
in Training
Involve mentees in the
training

Participant 2

Yes

Explanation of
mentees’
backgrounds; what to
do when problems
arise

No recommendations

Participant 3

Yes

Learning about
backgrounds of
mentees

More about the
importance of not
yelling and how to
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maintain composure in
difficult situations
Participant 4

Yes

Gaining insight into
the “kind hearts of the
leaders”

More emphasis on
discipline strategies

Participant 5

No-didn’t know
about it

Participant 6

Yes

Backgrounds of the
kids; understanding
what we are getting
into

More emphasis on the
commitment involvedespecially related to
transportation; “Pick-up
and take-home are big
commitments.”

Participant 7

Yes

“I don’t remember,
really.”

More about how to
handle kids when they
are out of control and
more about how to
relate to them

Participant 8

Yes

Discussions of
intentions, goals for
semester; explanation
of assessment for
reading

More from past mentors
and more about the need
for consistency and
sharing ideas about
ways to spend time with
mentee

Participant 9

No—didn’t
know about it

Participant 10

Yes

How to discipline
mentees in difficult
situations

More examples of how
to deal with difficult
behaviors

Participant 11

Yes

Learning about
backgrounds of
mentees

More from mentors’
experience and less
repetition from semester
to semester

Would like training on
how to handle difficult
situations-especially
regarding potential selfharm

How to deal with rough
situations and about
boundaries
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Summary
Chapter 4 outlined the findings resulting from the analysis of data gathered from
interviews, reflective prompts, as well as limited Age to Age mentor training materials.
Findings were organized by each of the following research questions:
1. What motivates college students to volunteer their time mentoring at-risk
youth?
2. What motivates college students to continue in the mentoring relationship?
3. How do mentors perceive their roles as mentors?
4. What are both the benefits and challenges of mentoring?
5. How do mentors overcome the challenges of mentoring?
6. What meaning do mentors assign to mentoring and the relationship?
7.

How do mentors experience program components and processes within the
mentoring program?

Most of the 11 (n=8) participants cited a desire to give back and/or make a
difference as their primary motivation for mentoring. The other two commonly expressed
motivations included (a) spiritual reasons, “a calling” and (b) a realization of the
difficulties and hardships of others. While all but four of the participants said at some
point, they had been tempted to quit or leave the mentoring relationship, they stayed
because of (a) love, a sense of purpose, and perceived rewards, and (b) not wanting to
give up on or fail mentees.
Common definitions or conceptualizations of the role of mentor included role
model, listening support/friend, and guide. Commonly reported “dos” and “don’ts”
included (a) mentors actively listening and being real with their mentees; (b) helping
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mentees find their way and make good decisions; (c) not making decisions for mentees
and not being aggressive or prescriptive in their approach.
The most reported benefits of mentoring were personal development evidenced by
improved actions and emotional and/or spiritual growth and career-related benefits such
as future teachers gaining experience dealing with difficult behaviors. Six of the 11
participants cited specific career-related benefits because of the experience gained in
working through the challenges of mentoring.
While only two participants reported having little or no challenges to overcome in
the mentoring relationship, nine participants reported challenges dealing with (a) the lack
of trust within the mentor/mentee relationship and the time it takes to build trust; (b) bad
behavior and attitudes of mentees and/or challenges related to the magnitude of mentee
problems faced at home and school; and/or (c) the stress of balancing school and
workload and the resulting time constraints. To combat the challenges and stay in the
mentoring relationship, participants credited (a) remaining calm and patient and not
dwelling on the negative; (b) having realistic expectations and empathy; and (c) having a
belief in the importance of mentoring to the mentee.
Key findings relating to the meaning mentors assigned to mentoring and the
relationship included mentors (a) finding meaning and relationship growth found in
simple things and gestures; (b) overcoming challenges and thus strengthening
relationship bonds; (c) expressing meaning in their (mentors’)efforts to teach life lessons
to the mentees; and (d) gaining personal growth/awareness and/or new perspectives.
Findings relating to program component perceptions included an overall
satisfaction with the structure and components within the Age to Age program. Nine of
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the 11 participants reported being satisfied with Age to Age not being an openly religious
program, but many of them reported experiences related to sharing faith, talking about
God, and sharing Bible verses. There was an overall satisfaction with the topics included
in training, especially related to anecdotal accounts from current and past mentors. Many
(7/11) reported wanting more training on strategies to deal with bad behavior. While all
participants were satisfied with the mentor/mentee match, calling it “good,” only 6 knew
how the match was made. Tutor Time was the most commonly mentioned program
component and was discussed as both an important or helpful program component and
also a component that needed to be improved.
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Chapter V: Conclusion and Discussion
The purpose of this phenomenological, descriptive study was to explore and
understand the perceptions, experiences, motivations, and meaning making of college
students who volunteered to mentor at-risk youth. Because little is known about
mentoring from the mentors’ perspectives (Hughes et al., 2010; Haddock, et al., 2013),
this study was aimed at understanding and experiencing mentoring specifically through
their lenses. The increased number of mentoring programs across the United States
(Raposa et al., 2017), and the frequency of early relationship termination (DeWit et al.,
2016), supports the need to understand why individuals volunteer to mentor, why they
have continued in the mentoring relationship, and what meaning they have assigned to
mentoring. Additionally, this study sought to understand the mentor perceptions of
program components, including mentor training and mentor/mentee matching.
Participants (n=11) in this study were all traditional, undergraduate college students and
had mentored for a minimum of two years, with 2.8 years being the average.
Seven research questions guided this study:
1. What motivates college students to volunteer their time mentoring at-risk
youth?
2. What motivates college students to continue in the mentoring relationship?
3. How do mentors perceive their roles as mentors?
4. What are both the benefits and challenges of mentoring at-risk youth?
5. How do mentors overcome the challenges of mentoring?
6. What meaning do mentors assign to mentoring and the relationship?
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7. How do mentors experience program components and processes within the
mentoring program?
Summary of Findings
Data informing the research findings in this study were from 11 face-to-face
interviews, 22 written reflections (two per participant), member-checking, which verified
the accuracy of the interview transcript, and a review of program training materials and a
PowerPoint presentation from the 2018 mentor training (Appendices C-F).Topics
examined through the interviews, written reflections, and mentor training materials
included (a) motivations for beginning mentoring; (b) motivations for continuing to
mentor; (c) perceptions of the role of mentor; (d) perceived benefits and challenges of
mentoring; (e) ways challenges were overcome; (f) meaning assigned by mentors to
mentoring and the relationship; (g) perceptions and experiences of program components
and processes, including mentor training and mentor/mentee matching. Key findings are
summarized below for each of the seven research questions.
Data informing RQ 1, “What motivates college students to volunteer their time
mentoring at-risk youth?” suggested that individuals began mentoring because they (a)
wanted to make a difference in someone’s life; (b) wanted to give back; and/or (c) they
felt a kind of spiritual “calling” to mentor. Additionally, having an awareness of the
hardships endured by others and feeling a need to respond to that awareness were found
to be motivators to begin mentoring at-risk youth.
Findings from RQ 2, “What motivates college students to continue in the
mentoring relationship?” suggested that once beginning, mentors were either not tempted
to leave, or despite the challenges encountered during mentoring, were motivated to
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continue because of (a) a belief in the importance and purpose of mentoring; (b) the
perceived rewards and potential for self-growth; and (c) not wanting to fail the mentees.
The mentors’ perception of mentoring as difference-making and purposeful appeared
numerous times as motivation to continue mentoring.
Findings for RQ 3, “How do mentors perceive their roles as mentors?” revealed
that mentors viewed their role as that of a role model, support person, listening ear,
friend, and/or guide, with role-model being the most common. The data suggested that a
mentor as role model, friend, supporter, guide was preferable to roles that are more
directive and prescriptive in nature.
Data from both the interviews and written reflection informed RQ 4, “What are
both the benefits and challenges of mentoring?” Key findings related to benefits included
perceptions of personal development or change evidenced by improved actions and/or
emotional or spiritual growth, such as more developed patience and empathy. Mentors
also reported perceptions of career-related benefits gained while working through the
challenges and developing relationship bonds characterized by trust. Several participants
believed the experience of mentoring would be beneficial in their work with people in
their careers in teaching, ministry, and social work. Key findings relating to the perceived
challenges of mentoring at-risk youth included mentee bad behavior and attitudes and
dealing with the magnitude of the problems mentees faced in their lives, such as
depression, chronic stress at home, academic struggles, and problems within the family
structure. Additionally, the lack of trust and time required to build relationship bonds
characterized by trust were noted challenges, as was the stress mentors experience from
having busy work and school schedules.
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Findings related to RQ 5, “How do mentors overcome the challenges of
mentoring?” suggested that mentors overcame the challenges of mentoring and stayed in
the relationship because of realistic expectations about the difficulties and challenges
inherent in mentoring at-risk youth. In other words, knowing what they were getting into
and being realistic about the ups and downs in the mentoring relationship helped them
overcome and persevere. Findings also suggested that challenges were overcome by
remaining calm and patient and by maintaining an awareness of how much consistency
meant to the mentees. An awareness of how leaving the mentoring relationship hurt
mentees and maintaining an attitude of “not wanting to fail them,” were found to be
important in overcoming challenges and continuing in the mentor role. This finding is
supported by Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
The sixth research question, “What meaning do mentors assign to mentoring and
the relationship?” was informed by the interviews as well as the written reflections and
SDT. Findings from RQ 6 suggested that mentors assigned meaning when they saw
evidence of relationship growth. Findings suggested that relationship bonds were made
through “simple” things such as cards, hugs, smiles, and casual conversations.
Additionally, mentors cited overcoming challenges, such as lack of trust, rejection, or bad
behavior, in the mentoring relationship as a means of strengthening the relationship bond.
Findings also suggest that mentors find meaning in their attempts to teach and instill lifelessons into the lives of their mentees. These life lessons included things such as (a) the
importance of treating all people nicely; (b)“doing the best you can with the resources
you have”; (c) not taking the easy way out; and (d) “staying positive even when things
are negative.” Finally, findings from RQ 6 suggested that mentors assigned meaning to
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their recognized personal growth and/or new awareness or perspectives that resulted from
mentoring. For example, mentors reported having a greater understanding of self; being
more aware of how much relationships mean; being more considerate of and
compassionate towards others; and being more open to new perspectives.
RQ 7 was “How do mentors experience program components and processes
within the mentoring program?” Findings for this question, which were informed by
interview questions and training materials, suggested an overall satisfaction with and
positive perception of the Age to Age mentoring program. Findings related to specific
components of the program included (a) agreement that Age to Age is not a “religious”
program, but conversations and activities (such as scripture-sharing) were not uncommon
and not discouraged; (b) time spent tutoring, working on literacy, or homework, “Tutor
Time,” was perceived as “helpful” but also in need of improvements, such as more
quality “worksheets” and more time spent on specific areas of defined mentee need; (c)
an overall satisfaction with training, especially related to stories and background of
mentees; (d) a desire for more training on how to handle difficult and/or disruptive
mentee behavior; and (e) an overall satisfaction of the mentor/mentee match, despite lack
of knowledge concerning how the match was made.
Discussion and Conclusions
The purpose of this study was to discover and understand mentoring from the
perspective of the mentor, a focus that is uncommon in the literature (Hughes et al., 2010;
Haddock et al., 2013; Weiler et al., 2014). Findings in this study are important because
they have the potential to inform mentor recruitment, training, retention, and overall
program outcomes. Additionally, the findings are important because they may inform
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educational leaders who work with at-risk youth. Key findings in this study related to (a)
the role of the mentor; (b) perceptions of relationship development and relationship
quality; (c) rejection sensitivity; (d) meaning found in or assigned to mentoring; (e)
experiences of program components; and (f) Self Determination Theory.
Role of the Mentor
Despite the absence of a unifying definition of mentor (Dawson, 2014), mentors
in this study consistently expressed agreement regarding the definition of mentor,
viewing themselves as role-model, listening supporter, friend, or guide. While the
literature addressed the prevalence of role ambiguity (Rhodes et al., 2006; Hughes et al.,
2009; Jones et al., 2009), little variation of the definition of mentor, or role ambiguity,
was found among participants in this study, with participants perceiving themselves to be
someone mentees could “look up to” or “follow in their footsteps.” It is plausible that the
lack of ambiguity regarding the role of mentor among research participants was a result
of mentor training that emphasized both relationship-building and setting positive
examples for mentees (Appendices C-F).
Results of this study further seemed to suggest that motivations for mentoring
may also be tied to role definition and certainty. For example, participants in this study
were motivated to mentor (a) because they desired to make a difference/give back to
others; (b) for spiritual reasons; and (c) because they had an understanding of and
empathy for the hardships others face. These motivations may have been more connected
to the perception of mentor as role model than other motivations, such as the desire to
improve personal skills or the desire to gain career-enhancing experience, would have
been. Another plausible reason for the lack of ambiguity may have been the time mentors
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spent with other mentors and program directors within the program site. The communal
aspect of Age to Age and the connection to a university may have contributed to the
common conceptualization of mentor as role-model. In mentor programs that do not have
a community emphasis, there may be more role ambiguity and greater variance in role
conceptualization. The role of mentor was also found to be a part of mentoring training
(Appendices C, D, F).
Findings in this study further suggested that the concept of role-model is
evidenced by mentors having an awareness of the example mentors set for the mentees,
i.e. not going to parties, not being harsh or negative, following through with promises,
providing practical advice, and “being there” as a sounding board, regardless of the topic
or situation. An earlier study suggested that role ambiguity and uncertainty of
expectations may play a pivotal role in the decision to quit mentoring (Allen & Mueller,
2013). It is important, therefore, to note that mentors in this study were definitive about
their roles and to consider the plausible reasons for their certainty, including program
training and structure, motivations to mentor, and time spent in community with other
mentors and program directors. Understanding the role and expectations of mentor
appeared to be important in both the literature (Evans, 2005; Spencer et al., 2016) and in
this study.
Sense of identity and boundaries. Mentors in this study expressed confidence in
their identity as a role-model and clarity in their understanding of the importance of
boundaries. This finding only partially supported Rhodes’ work (2006) that suggested
because there is no clear or definitive definition of mentor, mentors create their own
sense of identity and may experience boundary confusion. While this study did support
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the creation of a sense of identity (role-model) among mentors, no evidence of boundary
confusion was found. Instead, all participants seemed sure of their role and were also
aware of and accepting of boundaries within the role. For example, when participants
spoke about the “don’ts” of mentoring, they spoke about boundaries, such as the
importance of (a) not being too aggressive; (b) not using physical punishment; (c) not
doing anything mentees’ parents would disapprove of; and (d) not breaking the rules of
the mentoring program. Awareness of boundaries may have been a result of training
(Appendix F) and may have contributed to mentor satisfaction and longevity.
Additionally, mentors in this study emphasized the importance of guiding
mentees but not being overly prescriptive and not making decisions for mentees. The
need to allow flexibility and goal-setting based not on prescription but on mentee need
was supported in the body of literature (Keller & Pryce, 2010). Being able to address
boundaries and taking a descriptive rather than prescriptive approach to mentoring were
important because both may have contributed to mentors’ perceptions of competence,
autonomy, and connectedness (SDT), which in turn promoted relationship quality and
duration. There is a need for more research in this area.
Relationship Development and Relationship Quality
This study’s exploration of perceived challenges experienced by mentors, as well
as the ways mentors overcame the challenges and persisted in the relationship, provided
an important look into relationship development, quality, and longevity and has the
potential to inform mentor recruitment, training, retention, and program outcomes.
Findings in this study suggested that when mentors persevered through the time demands,
the reported pushbacks from mentees, and the lack of trust expressed by mentees, the
bond between mentor/mentee strengthened. Data further suggested that the mentors’
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ability to remain calm, patient, empathetic, realistic, and positive may have been
instrumental in overcoming the challenges of mentoring at-risk youth and promoting
relationship quality. This finding is supported by Spencer and colleagues (2016) who
found relationship quality to be connected to mentors remaining emotionally stable and
available. These findings are important because of the potential to inform greater
understanding of why some mentor/mentee relationships last and some end pre-maturely.
Additionally, mentors’ realistic expectations of the magnitude of the problems faced by
at-risk youth and the resulting stress, may clarify how and why mentor/mentee
relationship bonds strengthen. Findings in this study suggested that when mentors
weathered the storms of mentee anger, apathy, distrust, disrespect, and disobedience, the
relationship on the other side of the storm was characterized by trust, compassion, mutual
understanding, and satisfaction and thus became more likely to endure. This finding is
well-supported in the literature (Hughes et al., 2009; DeWit, 2016; Spencer et al., 2016).
Rejection sensitivity. Another finding in this study was that the reported
challenging behaviors and attitudes of at-risk mentees may be explained by rejection
sensitivity. Rejection sensitivity is the common tendency among at-risk youth to
anticipate rejection and either respond in anger or withdrawal, (McDonald et al., 2010;
Grossman et al., 2012). This study supported the common occurrence of at-risk mentee
misbehavior (evidenced by displays of angry outbursts and emotional and physical
withdrawal), which presented challenges in the mentor/mentee relationship and
potentially influenced relationship quality. This finding is important because it may
inform future mentor training and may also inform mentor-mentee relationship longevity
and quality. Since a commonly reported challenge experienced by mentors in this study

109

was withdrawal and bad behavior of mentees, direct training related to understanding and
navigating through rejection sensitivity may result in greater mentor empathy,
perseverance, and stronger relationship bonds.
Meaning Found in or Assigned to Mentoring. While relationship quality
between mentor and mentee is not a simple concept (Rhodes, 2005; Karcher et al., 2005),
findings in the current study suggested that spending time together and sharing simple
moments were important to the development of relationship quality and meaning.
Mentors in this study perceived relationship growth and satisfaction in simple things that
were instrumental to the development and strengthening of the mentor/mentee
relationship. Simple but meaningful moments, including the exchange of handmade
cards/letters, smiles, shared laughter and teasing, hugs, trips to Wal-Mart, surprise fast
food lunches, conversations about favorite music, similarities discovered during
conversations, and sharing favorite Bible verses for encouragement, were identified by
mentors in this study as meaningful and instrumental in strengthening relationship bonds.
These examples of simple, inexpensive, but meaningful exchanges are important
because they have the potential to inform the development of mentor/mentee relationship
as well as mentor recruiting, training and support. For example, individuals who are on
the fence regarding the decision to mentor may be encouraged to know that
mentor/mentee interactions can be ordinary and inexpensive, yet meaningful.
Additionally, mentors who are struggling to stay in the relationship may be encouraged to
know that spending time doing simple, ordinary things may be what is required to grow
in the relationship. According to Hughes, Boyd, and Dykstra (2010), frequent
mentor/mentee contact is important to relationship quality. If, therefore, mentors are
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informed about ideas for frequent contact, this understanding may contribute to longerlasting, more meaningful relationships.
Meaning found in perceived benefits. The findings in this study suggested
mentoring is meaningful to mentors in part because of perceived personal development,
as defined by (a) an increased awareness of how ones’ actions influence others; (b) the
desire to “become a better person;” (c) awareness of “privilege” compared to the
hardships of others; (d) increased patience and compassion; and (e) greater faith. It is
important to note that the average number of years mentors in this study had spent
mentoring was 2.8 years, and in this short time, the reported benefits were substantial.
For example, mentors reported having increased compassion, more conscious awareness
of one’s own “privilege” as compared to the hardships of others, a more pronounced
desire to “be a better person,” and increased faith and gratefulness. These personal
growth benefits, according to many of the mentors, have the potential to help them in
their future careers. The finding regarding perceived career benefits may have been the
result of most mentors (7/11) having expressed career goals in education or human
services. The number and magnitude of reported benefits tied to the assigned meaning of
mentoring has the potential to inform recruiting, training, and retaining mentors and thus
strengthen mentoring programs Having, for example, an awareness of the benefits of
mentoring could provide motivation to continue mentoring despite the challenges. The
benefits of mentoring could also be shared and emphasized at recruiting events and thus
potentially encourage individuals to become mentors.
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Experiences of Program Components
Programming components considered in this study included (a) the religious or
non-religious nature of the program; (b) mentor training; (c) educational programming
and tutoring; and (d) mentor/mentee matching. Not included in the study were parental
involvement, perceptions of mentor support (other than training), and how mentors were
specifically recruited. Participants in the study expressed satisfaction with Age to Age
program components overall. While other studies promoted the need for methodical
mentor/mentee matching (Tierney et al., 1995), findings in this study did not. Most
participants, for example, were not aware of how they were matched to their mentee, but
all of them were satisfied with their match. This may have been due to frequency of time
spent together as well as the perception of relationship quality. Findings related to the
academic tutoring portion of Age to Age (Tutor Time), supported Tutor Time as a
“helpful” component; however, the study also supported a need to improve academic
tutoring by spending more time on areas of mentees’ greatest academic needs. Mentors in
the study found the non-mandatory training to be helpful and meaningful, especially
related to learning about mentees’ backgrounds and dispositions. The study supported the
need for more training related to behavior modification and discipline. Since the most
reported challenge faced during mentoring was related to behavior, adding more quality
training may provide mentors with strategies to better navigate through the challenges
and may provide more targeted help to mentees. This finding is important because of the
potential connection to overall program outcomes, including mentor satisfaction, and
mentee behavioral improvement.
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While Age to Age is housed within Wesley Foundation which is affiliated with
The United Methodist Church, findings in this study indicated that it did not matter that
the mentoring program is not officially a religious program. Findings supported
continued flexibility for mentor/mentee dyads to operate according to personal
perceptions and needs. For example, sharing Bible verses and discussions of faith were
common among some dyads but not all. This finding is important because it aligns to the
need individuals have for autonomy as explained by Self-Determination Theory (Ryan &
Deci, 2017). If, for example, mentors had been restricted from sharing their faith, or
instructed to share their faith, this could have impeded their satisfaction and willingness
to stay in the program because the need for autonomy would not have been fulfilled.
Self-Determination Theory (SDT)
An unexpected and important finding in this study was how well SDT explained
or informed findings related to motivation, relationship bonding and longevity, and
meaning-making within mentoring According to SDT, individuals who feel competent,
have autonomy or choice, and experience connectedness are more likely to willingly
continue along a particular course and find satisfaction therein (Ryan & Deci, 2017). An
understanding of SDT informed why fulfillment of role conceptualization may be
important to overall mentor satisfaction. For example, if mentors conceived their role to
be role models and felt competent or successful in that role, they, according to SDT,
would be more likely to experience satisfaction and fulfillment and thus be more likely to
continue in the relationship. SDT also helps to explain why a descriptive approach to
mentoring and why more flexibility and choice regarding the way mentors and mentees
spent time together (autonomy) were favorable to prescriptive and more defined
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approaches to mentoring. In addition to being supported by SDT, a less prescriptive
approach to mentoring was also supported in the literature (Styles & Morrow, 1992).
Finally, the connectedness requirement of SDT provided a means of understanding why
relationship development and relationship quality were essential elements of the meaning
assigned to mentoring as well as the motivation to continue mentoring. It is not
unreasonable to conclude that as the connections between mentor and mentee improved,
relationship quality also increased, and as relationship quality increased, so did the
motivation to continue in the mentoring relationship. Earlier studies supported
relationship quality as in part moderated by mentor self-efficacy and confidence (Karcher
et al., 2006), and according to SDT, efficacy and overall well-being are impacted, in part,
by connectedness to others (Ryan & Deci, 2017). An understanding of SDT, therefore,
provided a plausible explanation regarding why mentors in this study felt satisfied,
assigned meaning to, and continued in the mentor/mentee relationship.
Implications for Practice and Future Research
The implications of this research could inform and potentially impact the Age to
Age mentoring program, other similar mentoring programs, and newly implemented
mentoring programs that focus on at-risk youth. Additionally, the findings should be
considered by educational leaders who work with at-risk youth. Findings also implicated
the need for future research. The implications are detailed below.
Implications for Practice. The findings of this research indicated implications
for practice in three areas: (1) feedback for Age to Age and other similar mentoring
programs, including the importance of understanding rejection sensitivity; (2) the need to
understand and apply Self-Determination Theory in mentor programming; and (3) the
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need for educational leaders who work with at-risk youth to understand both rejection
sensitivity and SDT. The implications for practice are discussed below.
Feedback for Age to Age and similar mentoring programs. This study has the
potential to provide useful feedback to Age to Age and perhaps other similar mentoring
programs, specifically in the areas of mentoring recruiting, training, retaining, and in
overall program structure and culture-building. Findings implicated that (a) mentor
training is helpful and should include emphasis on mentee backgrounds, discipline, and
behavior modification; (b) tutoring, if applicable, should be differentiated, focused, and
based upon mentee need; (c) mentors should be provided clear expectations, including
boundaries, but also be given autonomy; (d) mentors must understand rejection
sensitivity and the likelihood of mentee behaviors being impacted by rejection sensitivity,
and be provided training and support regarding how to respond to behavior resulting from
rejection sensitivity; (e) mentor training should include examples and methods of
improving relationship quality, which is central to mentoring outcomes; and (f) program
evaluation should include assessment of mentor perception of satisfaction based upon the
three human needs according to SDT: Autonomy, connectedness, and competence (Ryan
& Deci, 2017).
Need to understand and apply Self-Determination Theory. Findings in this study
supported the need to understand and apply SDT in mentoring programs. Specifically,
SDT posits that in order for individuals to find satisfaction and be motivated to continue
in a behavior, (i.e. mentoring), they must have some level of autonomy, feel competent in
their work, and have a sense of connectedness to others (Ryan & Deci, 2017). According
to SDT, when one or more of these components is missing, intrinsic motivation and
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overall satisfaction and feelings of well-being suffer (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Mentoring
program directors, therefore, would be wise to consider the degree to which mentors feel
successful or competent in their role and work as mentors, are provided and feel a sense
of choice (autonomy), and feel connected to their mentee and perhaps other mentors and
program staff. Because competence, autonomy, and connectedness are, according to
SDT, required in order to be motivated to persist in an endeavor (Ryan & Deci, 2017),
including SDT as a part of training, programming, and evaluation may well inform
mentoring satisfaction, retention, and overall program outcomes. Considering the
prevalence of early termination within mentoring relationships (DeWit et al., 2016), it is
reasonable to conclude that an understanding and application of SDT may improve
longevity and influence positive outcomes for both mentors and mentees.
Educational leaders working with at-risk youth, rejection sensitivity, and SDT.
A greater understanding of both rejection sensitivity and SDT may not only inform the
work of mentors, but also may positively inform the work of educational leaders.
Specifically, SDT may provide educational leaders, including administrators, teachers,
and school counselors, a model to consider when implementing mentoring and other
positive support systems within schools. It is reasonable to consider the implications this
study might have, not only on student support systems, but also on educator professional
development. As discussed in chapter one of this study, educators are charged with the
responsibility of improving student academic and behavioral outcomes (Karcher et al.,
2017). Mentoring programs have become a popular intervention attempt (McDaniel &
Yarbrough, 2016), that has continued to be supported by the Federal government
(Reddick et al., 2012). While both school-based and site-based mentoring programs have
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yielded varying results (Faith et al., 2011; DeWit et al., 2016), a greater awareness of
SDT and rejection sensitivity has the potential to inform mentoring programs as well as
(a) classroom management; (b) behavior modification systems; (c) other support systems,
such as counseling, within schools; and (d) educator professional development. An
understanding, for example, of anger and withdrawal that are associated with rejection
sensitivity also has the potential to inform disciplinary procedures in schools and perhaps
will provide the catalyst to move educators from a focus on punishment (i.e. detention,
suspension) to a focus on positive discipline and constructive intervention strategies.
Finally, SDT provides educators with three important questions that must be considered
when addressing motivation, satisfaction, and healthy psychological development: (a) To
what degree are we addressing and promoting autonomy? (b) To what degree are we
addressing and promoting competency? and (c) To what degree are we addressing and
promoting human connection? Exploration around these key questions may positively
inform the work of educators striving to meet the needs of students in their care.
Implications for Further Research. This study provided four important
implications for future research: (1) replicating the study to other similar mentoring
programs focused on at-risk youth; (2) examining the role SDT could have on both
mentor and mentee perceptions and experiences; (3) examining the possible connections
among role conceptualization, motivations, and the meaning assigned to mentoring and
how, if at all, these connections impact program outcomes; (4) expanding the study to
include both mentor and mentee perceptions and experiences.
Replicating the study to other similar mentoring programs. Mentoring programs
may be further informed by replicating this study in other similar mentoring programs.
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Because there is a need for more studies focusing on mentor perceptions, experiences,
and satisfaction (Weiler et al., 2014; Haddock et al., 2017), replication of this study
would better inform the current body of literature. Additionally, replicating the study has
the potential to increase the transferability of findings.
Examining the role SDT could have. Future studies specifically examining the
impact SDT (i.e. autonomy, competence, and connectedness) might have on mentor
perceptions and experiences and overall program outcomes has the potential to inform
mentoring programs, specifically, in the areas of relationship development/quality,
meaning making, and early termination that is so common within mentor/mentee
relationships (Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; DeWit et al., 2016; Raposa et al., 2016). A
study that specifically addresses the role SDT might have in mentor satisfaction and
longevity has the potential to inform the common occurrence of mentor/mentee
relationship termination.
Examining the connections among roles, motivations, and assigned meaning.
This study supported the need for further research into the connections or alignment
among role conceptualization, motivations, and the meaning assigned to mentoring.
Research examining these possible connections may be instrumental in providing insight
into why some mentoring programs thrive and have positive outcomes and others do not.
For example, mentors who define their role as that of role model, and are motivated to
mentor for spiritual reasons, and find meaning in their perceived spiritual growth may
have greater levels of satisfaction that may impact or at least inform relationship quality
and positive outcomes.
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Expanding the study to include both mentor and mentee. Finally, this study
could be expanded to include the perceptions and experiences of both mentor and mentee.
This study would have the potential to further inform relationship development, bonding,
and meaning assigned to mentoring. Because it would better inform relationship quality,
a study to determine if mentees perceive the same level of satisfaction within the
relationships and how mentee perceptions conflict with or align to mentor would be an
important addition to this current study and the body of mentoring.
Summary
Participants in this study included 11 college undergraduates who had mentored
K-12 at-risk youth for a minimum of two years in a site-based program called Age to
Age. The purpose of this phenomenological, descriptive study was to explore and
understand the perceptions, experiences, motivations, and meaning-making of college
students who volunteer to mentor at-risk youth. The theoretical underpinning for the
research was Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) and included the use of
face-to-face interviews, 22 total mentor written reflections, and limited program training
materials. This study was guided by seven research questions related to (a) motivations
for beginning mentoring; (b) motivations for continuing to mentor; (c) perceptions of the
role of mentor; (d) perceived benefits and challenges of mentoring; (e) ways challenges
were overcome; (f) meaning assigned by mentors to mentoring and the relationship; and
finally (g) perceptions and experiences of program components and processes, including
mentor training and mentor/mentee matching.
Findings, which were detailed and discussed in this chapter, indicated that
although role ambiguity was found to be common in past studies (Rhodes et al, 2006;
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Hughes et al., 2009; Jones et al., 2009), mentors in this study had a clear and unified
perception of their role as that of a “role-model.” Additionally, participants were satisfied
with Age to Age program components, and despite having endured challenges and
setbacks, found meaning in and substantial benefits from mentoring. This chapter
provided a detailed look at motivations to begin and continue mentoring, despite the
experienced challenges such as the frequent withdrawing and acting out behaviors of the
mentees. A possible connection between rejection sensitivity and the mentees’ acting out
behaviors was also considered in this chapter.
Compelling to this study and explained in this chapter are the findings related to
meaning assigned to mentoring, especially related to relationship development and
quality and the personal development benefits found in mentoring. Findings definitely
supported mentoring as a meaningful experience with substantial positive outcomes,
including improved actions and emotional and spiritual growth, for the mentors in this
study. This chapter also summarized and discussed evidence of mentor satisfaction with
the Age to Age program and provided an explanation of how Self-Determination Theory
related to, informed, and better clarified overall research findings.
This chapter concluded with an explanation of implications for practice as well as
implications for future research. Four implications for practice included (a) feedback for
Age to Age and other similar mentoring programs, including the importance of understanding
rejection sensitivity and increased training related to mentee behavior; (b) the plausible benefits
of implementing Self-Determination Theory in mentor training and programming; and (c) support
for educational leaders who work with at-risk youth to understand both rejection sensitivity and
SDT. Finally, there were four implications for future research: (a) replicating the study to other
similar mentoring programs focused on at-risk youth; (b) examining how SDT might influence
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and/or explain both mentor and mentee perceptions and experiences; (c) examining the possible
connections among role conceptualization, motivations, and the meaning assigned to mentoring
and how, if at all, these connections impact program outcomes; (d) expanding the study to include
both mentor and mentee perceptions and experiences.
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Appendix C: Age to Age Mentor Workshop Agenda 1

Age to Age Mentor Workshop
Fall 2016
Schedule
• Welcome 3:30
• Introduction 3:35
o Staff
o PowerPoint
• Split into 5 groups 3:40
o Icebreakers
• Rotations 4:00
o Younger Age to Age (Chapel) (10 min) 4:15switch
o Older Age to Age (Age to Age) (10 min)4:30switch
o JCrew Age to Age (Lounge) (10 min) 4:45switch
o Extreme Team (Fellowship Hall) (10 min) 5:00switch
o Paperwork/Snack (Conference room) (10 min)
5:15switch
• Whole Group Questions (10 min)
• Close
• Free to ask specific questions for ministry teams (however
long they need)

What to cover
• What to expect with the age group (team)
• Go over Daily Schedule for each group
• Goals, programming, discipline strategies
• Environment
• Any questions
Appendix D: Age to Age Mentor Workshop Agenda 2
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Age to Age Mentor Workshop
Whole Group (mentors & ministry team):
-Slide show of the history of Age to Age
-Each Age group explained
-Students are asked to pick a group and split off into
that group for further instruction
OLDER
Discipline- Brandon

*Need to make sure that they have the discipline figured out for
the semester

Participation – Tichina
The Role/Goal – Whitney
Code of Conduct – Jacqueline
* Ask someone to come get me while they are going over the role/goal.

Any Suggestions – Ty & Katlyn
*Double check that these ladies have made a sheet to pass out.

Time for New People
*Gather new people to go over any questions about Age to Age. Then Code
of Conduct and paperwork.

Appendix E: Age to Age Training Material on Understanding Poverty
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Who They Are: Age to Age Mentees
Adapted from “A Framework for Understanding Poverty” by Ruby K. Payne, Ph.D.

Age to Age kids have been considered “at-risk” due to single-parent homes, living below
poverty level, lack of emotional/support resources, and other various reasons.

Definitions - What is “poverty”?
-

The extent to which an individual does without resources...
- Financial | emotional | mental | spiritual | physical | support
systems relationships/role models | knowledge of hidden rules
- Financial - having the money necessary to pay for basic needs (food,
shelter, bills, etc.)
- Emotional - the stamina to withstand difficult and uncomfortable
situations and feelings. Very important. Come, in part, from role models
- Mental - being able to process information and use it in daily living.
Ability to learn and desire to seek knowledge
- Spiritual - belief that help can be obtained from a higher power; there
purpose for living; worth and love are gifts from God
- Physical - a working, capable body
- Support systems - to whom does one go when help is needed? Family,
friends, neighbors, etc. who are willing and able to help. Supportive
financially, emotionally, and for knowledge
- Relationships/role models - can they parent,
nurture, work successfully, provide gender
role; role models model how to live life
emotionally. Learning from seeing
- Knowledge of hidden rules - major, unspoken
understandings unconsciously known to those in similar groups.

-

Hidden Rules among classes:
Poverty

Middle Class
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Wealth

Money

To be used, spent

To be managed

-

personality

Is for entertainment. Sense
of humor is highly valued

Is for acquisition & stability.
Achievement is highly valued

-

Food

Key question: did you have
enough? Quantity

Key question: did you like it?
Quality

-

Clothing

Clothing is valued for
individual style & expression
of personality

Valued for its quality &
acceptance into norm of
middle class. Label is
important

-

Time

Present most important.
Decisions made for moment
based on feelings or survival

Future most important.
Decisions made against future
ramifications

-

Education

Valued and revered as
abstract but not as reality

Crucial for climbing success
ladder and making money

-

Destiny

Believes in fate. Cannot do
much to mitigate chance

Believes in choice. Can change
future w/ good choices now

-

Family
Structure

Tends to be matriarchal

Tends to be patriarchal,
trending toward matriarchal

-

World view

Sees world in terms of local
setting

Sees world in terms of
national setting

-

Love

Love and acceptance
conditional, based upon
whether individual is liked

Love and acceptance
conditional, based largely
upon achievement

-

Driving
Forces

Survival, relationships,
entertainment

Work, achievement

-

Humor

About people and sex

About situations

-

-

Differences arise because of the distance b/w these hidden rules
- Teach new rules. Don’t belittle their current beliefs/rules.
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-

The poor don’t think they’re poor. Wealthy don’t think they’re
wealthy.
- Poverty bottom line: entertainment and relationships
Middle class bottom line: work and achievement
- To leave poverty, 1 of 4 must happen:
- 1) A goal/vision of something they want to be/have
- 2) a situation so painful, anything else is better
- 3) someone who “sponsors” them (educator, spouse, mentor, role model
to show them the way
- 4) a specific talent/ability providing an opportunity (ex. Athletic
scholarship)
Family patterns:
- Frequently matriarchal. The mother is at the core
- A “real man” is a lover, can physically fight, works hard, takes no crap
- Fight or flight are generally the only two options they see, never flow
- A “real woman” takes care of her man by feeding him and downplaying his
shortcomings
- Difference in poverty/middle class families
- In poverty the roles, the multiple relationships, the nature of the male
identity, the ever-changing allegiances, the favoritism, and the
matriarchal structures differ from the middle class.
Role Models & Emotional Resources
- An individual operating in a dysfunctional setting is often forced to take an adult
role early, and then as an adult, is literally caught b/w being dependent and
independent.
- In order to move from poverty to middle class, one must trade off some
relationships for achievement at least for a period of time. To do this, one needs
emotional resources and stamina.
- Emotional resources and stamina allow an individual to live with feelings other
than those that feel right or that they’re used to. Provides opportunity to seek
options and examine other possibilities
- What we need:
- long-term relationships with appropriate adults/mentors/role models
- teaching hidden rules
- teaching goal-setting
- Development of emotional resources
Appendix F: Age to Age Training PowerPoint 2018
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